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Introduction 


The ethics of Aristotle (384-322 vc), and virtue ethics in general, have 
seen a resurgence of interest over the past few decades. No longer do 
utilitarianism and Kantian ethics alone dominate the moral landscape. 
Now Aristotelian themes fill out that landscape with such issues as the 
importance of friendship and emotions in a good Me, the role of moral 
perception in wise choice, the nature of happiness and its constitution, 
moral education and habituation. 

The essays in this volume represent the best of that debate. Taken 
together, they provide a close analysis of central arugments in Aristot- 
le's Nicomachean Ethics. But they do more than that. Each shows the 
‘enduring interest of the complex questions Aristotle himself subtly 
raises in the context of his own discussions with contemporaries. 

The Nicomachean Fibics (NE or EN), in addition to the Eudemian 
Fibics (EE) and the Magna Moralia (MM). constitute Aristotle's ethi- 
cal corpus. While Anthony Kenny has recently championed the Fude- 
mían as the final and most authoritative of the ethical treatises? the 
Nicomacbean (three of whose books—V, VI, and VII—are in common 
with the Eudemian) remains the text most widely used by students 
and is the treatise in the best state of textual preservation. It is the text 
most commonly identified as “Aristotle's Ethics.” 

Aristotle, like Socrates and Plato before him and the Stoics after, be- 
gins his inquiry with the questions, What is the best life to live? What is 
a good and happy life (eudatmonía) for a human being? What are its 
parts and the structure of its parts? How much depends on an inner 
state of virtuous character? How much depends on external goods and 
fortune, that is, on success? If happiness is virtuous activity and not 
merely the possession of virtuous states of character, then how can it 
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not depend upon some degree of luck and the contributions of an. 
hospitable world? 

‘These are questions that T. H. Irwin and Julia Annas explore in the 
first two essays of this volume and further develop in their later writ- 
ings.’ The debate puts to the fore the question of the sufficiency of 
virtuc for happiness. On the one hand, as Irwin notes, “most of the 
Etbics is devoted to an account of the virtues" and the assumption 
throughout that “if we want to be happy, we should cultivate and prac- 
tice the virtues” (2). On the other hand, Aristotle is attracted to the 
common view that “happiness is vulnerable to external hazards,” that 
sudden disaster or tragedy can reverse happiness, no matter how virtu- 
‘ous one's life has been. The Stoics are undoubtedly counterintuitive in 
insisting that happiness is invulnerable to either prosperity or tragedy. 
Yet, as Annas puts it, Aristotle feels the pull of that philosophical posi- 
tion, At the same time he also clearly indicates that "external goods 
have value in themselves; when deprived of them your happiness is 
ruined, even if you are virtuous" (42-43). Where does Aristotle come 
ut on this question? In what sense can he, the great compromiser, 
chart a stable middle course? 

Annas divides the debate on external goods into two camps: the Peri- 
patetic interpretation, defended by Irwin in the above paper and by 
Martha Nussbaum in Tbe Fragility of Goodness,* and the proto-Stoic 
interpretation, defended by John Cooper.* On the latter view, external 
goods are instrumental, affecting the virtuous person's happiness only 
insofar as their loss or absence detracts from the performance of virtue 
‘To be solitary oF childless does not itself mar one’s happiness. It does 
so only indirectly, by diminishing opportunities for virtuous activity. 
‘On the Peripatetic view, to lack those external goods is to lack some- 
thing of intrinsic worth; it is itself to lack a component of happiness. 
“On [the proto-Stoic view] . . . the virtuous person broken on the 
wheel fails to be happy only because his prospects or future virtuous 
activity are dim, not because of any intrinsic badness about being bro- 
ken on the wheel” (44). Annas argues that Aristotle never firmly de- 
cides between the two competing views, leaving it to later interpretors. 
to read him in one or the other way. 

J. L. Ackrill and Richard Kraut continue the discussion of what consti- 
tutes the happy lic. Ackrill raises the question as to whether the virtu- 
ous activity of the happy or eudaímón life will be constituted by a 
broad range of civic and practical activities intrinsically valued for their 
own sakes as ingredients of happiness or be narrowly construed in 
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terms of just one activity, namely philosophical contemplation 
(theoria). Readers have long struggled with the tension in Aristotle’s. 
‘own text between these options—between the life of practice and the 
life of divine thought. Ackrill holds that indeed there is a contradiction 
in Aristotle’s view. While Books I-IX seem to expound the first option, 
dubbed the "inclusive" doctrine of eudaimonia, Book X 7-8 abruptly 
shifis to present the second alternative of a "dominant" or monolithic 
view of eudaimonia—that the end for a human being is in a single, 
best and most complete activity, theoria, and its virtue, sopbia, Many 
have worried that if the dominant view is viable, then it reduces good 
action and the life of virtue to a mere means to the more final good of 
contemplation. But how could this be? Virtuous action, on Aristotle's, 
view, is supposed to be done for its own sake. It is intrinsically valuable. 
Others have argued that contemplation may be a supremely valuable 
pursuit and constitute, though not in an exclusive way, the best lie for 
a human being. "But then the question is unavoidable,” as Ackrill 
states: "If tbeoría and virtuous action are both valuable forms of activ- 
ity—independently though not equally valuable—how should they be 
combined in the best possible human life?” 

Richard Kraut takes up this question as well as Irwin's and Annas's 
claims about the role of external goods in Aristotelian happiness. While 
acknowledging the attractiveness of the “inclusive” view—that happi 
ness Is an “all-inclusive aggregate" of intrinsic goods (of practical and 
theoretical virtue, as well as external goods), Kraut rejects the view in 
favor of "the thesis that happiness consists in just one type of good— 
virtuous activity” (79). He claims on textual grounds that external 
‘goods will support virtuous activity, but are not themselves "compo- 
nents of the ultimate end of a happy life.” "To have these other goods 
is not to be thought of as making . [a] life even more desirable than 
it is already made by... [an individual's] virtuous activity" (85-86). 

But what about the apparent contradiction between Book X.7-8 and 
the rest of the NE? Does the defense of the philosophical life in 7-8 
radically depart from the whole framework of Aristotle's ethical theory? 
On Kraut's reading, there is no radical departure, since, on his view, 
Aristotle never conceives of happiness as an all-inclusive composite. 
Throughout the Nicomachean, in Book X as well as Books I-IX, Aris- 
totle endorses, he argues, a non-composite reading of happiness as. 
virtuous activity of the rational soul. Still, Kraut admits that there is a 
new thesis introduced in Book X.7-8: namely, the claim that “perfect 
happiness consists in theoría" (86). “Contemplation is perfect happi- 


x Introduction 


ness . . „but at the same time a life “in accordance with the other kind. 
of virtue" is happy ‘in a secondary degree’ (117847-9). That statement 
can reasonably be taken to mean that both philosophical and political 
lives are happy and well lived, but that of these the philosophical life is. 
happiest” (87). So on Kraut's view, even if happiness is exhausted by. 
virtuous activity, this sul allows for the excellent activities of both prac- 
tical and contemplative reason. Furthermore, if we take seriously Aris- 
totle's notion of degrees of happiness, then the life of praxis and 
politics will not be unhappy, though neither will it be the happiest. 
Finally, Kraut reminds us that contemplative life need not be thought 
‘of as an isolated life of ascetic retreat, Aristotle's notion of philosophi 
cal study requires the sustenance of a community of friends engaged 
in teaching and discussion (11722324) 

With Rosalind Hursthouse’s chapter, we move from framing ques- 
tions about the structure and nature of happiness to questions about 
the nature of virtuous activity itself. Perhaps the most famous of Aristot- 
le's ethical doctrines is that virtue or excellence of character (étbiké 
areté) is a disposition in a mean. In "A False Doctrine of the Mean," 
Hursthouse criticizes the traditional view, represented by J. ©. Urmson, 
that to hit the mean is a quantitative notion—that, as she puts it (in a. 
paraphrase of Urmson's view), "to have a disposition regarding a cer- 
tain emotion in a mean is to be disposed to exhibit or feel that emotion 
neither 100 often nor 100 rarely; about or toward neither too many nor 
100 few objects or people, for neither foo many nor 100 few reasons, 
neither 100 strongly nor 100 weakly" (109; italics added). In what sense 
is this gloss equivalent to Aristotle's standard formulation that to have 
à disposition regarding a certain emotion in a mean is to exhibit or feel. 
that emotion bos dei —"on the right occasions, about or towards the 
right objects or people, for the right reasons, in the right manner"? 
Examining specific virtues and vices, she presses the question as to. 
whether wrong objects must literally connote "excess"; is it always just 
a matter of “too ..."? Consider what distinguishes the temperate from. 
the licentious person. True enough, the licentious person is often a 
greedy guts, but immoderateness isn't the only way to be licentious, 
One can alternatively be licentious by overstepping the limits of what. 
is honorable or fine, to be slim but wicked by taking the wrong ob- 
jects—e.g., not scrupling to take my food, even if 1 am starving, or to 
"happily cheat fellow soldiers of their rations on campaign" (111). The 
point is clearest in the case of adultery. Adultery is an act of license, 
Aristotle holds, with respect to sex. But as Hursthouse insightfully in- 


Introduction x 


terprets, itis an act of license not only when there is an “excess” of sex 
directed toward the wives and widowed mothers or unmarried daugh- 
ters of citizens. By Aristotle's lights, "a man who commits ‘adultery’ just 
once has done an act which ‘connotes depravity’ and is ‘simply wrong 
(1107a10f)." The issue is the appropriateness of the object, not the 
repeat offense. Where there is excess, then "each "wrong object’ will 
happen to be ‘at least one object too many. " “Too often" or "too 
seldom," "too much" or “too little" are accidental features of failing to. 
hit the mean, not essential elements to getting it wrong, 

But what is the disposition by which the wise person gets things 
right? In the next trio of essays, John McDowell, Martha Nussbaum, 
and Alfred Mele explore the cognitive capacites of virtue and cognitive 
defects of vice. The theme that links these three pieces is the impor- 
tance of perceptual sensitivity in making right choices, The virtuous 
person perceives what is morally salient such that through that percep- 
tion she knows what a particular situation requires in terms of action. 
‘As McDowell puts it, "A kind person has a reliable sensitivity to a c 
tain sort of requirement which situations impose on behavior. The de- 
liverances of a reliable sensitivity are cases of knowledge; and there are. 
idioms according to which the sensitivity itself can appropriately be 
described as knowledge: a kind person knows what it is like to be c 
fronted with a requirement of kindness. The sensitivity is, we might say, 
a sort of perceptual capacity" (122). McDowell's Aristotle subscribes to 
a version of moral particularism, in the sense that to see what is re- 
quired is not a matter of deductive application of codifiable rules about 
how to live. Moreover, on his interpretation, perceptual sensitivity is 
itself motivational, not dependent on a further noncognitive element 
10 motivate action. "If someone takes that fact to be the salient fact 
about the situation, he is in a psychological state which is essentially 
practical, The relevant notion of salience cannot be understood except 
in terms of seeing something as a reason for acting which silences all 
others” (137). These are issues that have been widely debated inde- 
pendent of Aristotle's texts. For the reader approaching the Nicoma- 
chean afresh, they force the question of just what place perceptual and 
practical wisdom have in Aristotle's account of virtue. In what sense is 
virtue a matter of “seeing aright”? How do we train individuals to no- 
tice and become aware of the requirements of situations? Are they mor- 
ally wanting when they fail to notice? 

Issues concerning moral perception are discussed in a lively way by 
Martha Nussbaum in her “The Discernment of Perception.” On her 
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reading, Aristotle rejects the view that the discernment of correct 
choice is a matter of algorithmic reasoning characteristic of utilitarian- 
ism. Aristotle himself, she argues, was aware of such a "science of mea- 
surement,” notably propounded at the end of Plato's Provagoras, and 
he offers strong opposition to its implicit claim "that there is some one 
value that it is the point of rational choice, in very case, to maximize” 
(147). Aristotelian practical rationality proceeds neither by a tidy calcu- 
lus nor by a top-down deduction of rules. Rather, Nussbaum argues, as 
McDowell does, the primary deliberative work is in the sizing-up of 
circumstances. "Practical insight is like perceiving in the sense that itis 
noninferential, nondeductive; it is an ability to recognize the salient 
features of a complex situation" (165). Rules may play some role in. 
‘guiding action, but are at best heuristic summaries of experience and 
not subsumptive governing principles. In addition, Nussbaum empha- 
sizes that the discernment of particulars is never a purely cognitive 
capacity but must also include the readings of the emotions and imagi- 
nation, To capture the concreteness of detail and nuanced shading of 
situations requires the engagement of the heart and fancy as well as 
the intellect. 

Alfred Mele's account of akrasta (ie., incontinence or weakness of 
will) Further underscores the place of perception in virtue, The akratic's 
failure, on Aristotle's view, is that he suffers from a kind of cognitive 
deficiency. Critics have long worried as to how this account differs sub- 
stantially from Socrates’ intellectualist account in the Protagoras, 
which essentially explains away the phenomenon of akrasia by claim- 
ing that the akratic agent suffers not from lack of control but lack of 
knowledge of what is the best course of action, For if an agent did 
know but acted against that knowledge, reason's putative authority 
would be undermined; it would be to concede that reason could be 
dragged around by desire like a slave. Aristotle is less concerned with 
defending that intellectualist thesis than in exploring where a potential 
epistemic deficiency might rest. Pointing to Aristotle's formal argument 
in VIL, Mele locates that deficiency in the agent's relation to a relevant 
“particular” or "minor" practical syllogistic premise. For example, an 
agent may smoke cigarettes well aware of the general premises that 
she desires health and that smoking is bad for one’s health. The distort- 
ing or cognitive bug is not in the general (major) premises but in the 
particular premise, that here and now bis cigarette is bad for me and 
poses a threat to my general health. As Mele puts it, "the first deficiency 
is, minimally, a failure to focus one's attention on the relevant ‘minor’ 
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[premise], a failure to hold it vividly before one's mind . . . (146b33- 
35), and the second is a failure (again minimally) to notice the bearing. 
of the ‘minor’ upon one or more ends of the agent which support his. 
"right major’ [premise]" (198). In short, the akratic “fails to see how 
the ‘particular facts’ of his present situation bear upon his happiness" 
(184). Aristotle may not sufficiently explore the motivated aspect of 
that failure of focus or connection to overriding ends of happiness, 
but, as Mele argues, he does signifcantly move beyond the implausible 
Socratic position that the akratic must always be ignorant of what is 
best. Once again, here in a negative way, we see how perception of the 
particular circumstances is crucial to virtuous action and avoidance of 
vice. 

‘The next three chapters, those of M. F. Burnycat, Nancy Sherman, 
and L. A. Kosman, take up the issue of how we become good. What is. 
ristotle's conception of moral development? In what sense can virtue 
be taught? The last question, as Burnyeat reminds us, is among the 
oldest in moral philosophy, yet until recently Aristotle's contribution 
to the debate went largely unnoticed. Part of the problem is that Aris- 
totle’s remarks are scattered and unsystematic. Burnyeat’s significant 
contribution is to reconstruct an account that at once emphasizes both 
cognitive and emotional dimensions of moral development as well as. 
shows moral development to be a continuous project spanning a life 
time. Central to Burnyeat’s view is that one makes progress in virtue 
by doing things in such a way that one can discover the truth of what 
‘one has earlier taken on faith. The moral learner must try to convert. 
“the that” to the “the because” (the “bott” to the “diott”), This re- 
quires, in part, doing virtuous actions in such a way that one enjoys 
them for their own sake. A person who has developed a taste for virtue 
for its own sake may not yet “have the good man's unqualified knowl- 
‘edge or practical wisdom," but he is “educable” with the right disposi- 
tion for deepening his grasp of what is right (215). 

Aristotle’s notion that moral character is habituated is duly famous. 
But what is habituation? What does it mean to become just by doing, 
just actions, or temperate by doing what is temperate? If practice is a 
kind of mindless repetition, then how does it ever lead to the sort of 
practical wisdom requisite for full virtue? In this excerpt from The Fab- 
ric of Character Sherman argues that Aristotelian habituation is not 
rote practice but a cognitive and critical mode of doing that requires 
appraisal and correction of mistake. One learns virtue by doing virtuous 
actions, but not in the absence of norms embodied in role models 
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and vigilant teachers who critique one's practice. In addition, Sherman 
argues, habituation requires an education of the emotions constitutive 
of virtue, But how do we cultivate appropriate emotions? Here Sher- 
man turns to Book II of the Rhetoric. In that work Aristotle propounds 
an appraisal-based conception of the emotions whereby emotions are 
partially constituted by beliefs, perceptions, or phantasiai (imagin- 
ings). The implication of this account is that we change and shape emo- 
tions by revising the appraisals constitutive of emotions such that they 
come to be aligned with our best judgments and perceptions of cir- 
‘cumstances. In this way, the judgments internal to emotions are “har- 
monized" with the considered judgments of reason. Emotions, as 
Aristotle puts it in NE 1.13, become obedient to reason. It is noteworthy 
that Freud will later turn this view on its head, arguing that a thorough- 
going harmonization of the emotions cannot just be a top-down chas- 
tening. Unruly emotions need to be heard from and "owned," ifa more 
‘enduring resolution of psychic conflict is to take place, The sources 
and stories upon which conflictual emotions rest need to be reflec- 
tively "worked through" as a part of the project of character develop- 
ment. 

The theme of emotional education is further pursued by L. A. Kos- 
man in his essay, “Being Properly Affected." The problem explored is 
this: Aristotle claims that virtue is a bexis probairetike, a state of charac- 
ter concerned with choice and deliberate conduct. In addition, he 
claims that virtues are dispositions toward actions and emotions: "Aris- 
totle's moral theory must be seen as a theory not only of how to act 
well but also of how to feel well.” Yet in what sense do we have deliber- 
ative agency over our emotions? In what sense are emotions states that. 
we don't merely suffer, but that we choose? In sorting out this puzzle, 
Kosman explores the notion of indirect responsibility for emotions. We 
may not be able 10 choose specific emotional occurrences ("individual 
moments of emotion”) by a simple act of choice, but in making the 
many choices through which character is constituted, we indirectly 
choose how to cultivate emotions. “On this view the structure of be- 
coming virtuous with respect to feelings reveals itself to be of the fol- 
lowing sort: one recognizes through moral education what would 
constitute appropriate and correct ways to feel in certain circum- 
stances. One acts in ways that are naturally associated with and will 
"bring about’ those very feelings, and eventually the feclings become, 
as Aristotle might have said, second nature; that is, one develops states 
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of character that dispose one to have the right feelings at the right 
time" 271). 

The virtuous person has the right emotions, on Aristotle's view, as 
well as cultivates appropriate friendships and attachment relationships. 
So at NE 1. 7 Aristotle reminds us that we are discussing the happiness. 
and good functioning of a human being, not a god. Selí-sufficiency for 
a human being requires a life lived with others, in friendships, families 
and cities. Spending days together, sharing a life, is the best way for a 
human to live. Aristotle's deep commitment to this claim is evidenced 
in his devoting two of the ten books of the Nicomacbean (Books VIII 
and IX) to a thoroughgoing discussion of pbilia. In "Friendship and 
Good in Aristotle,” John Cooper explores the topic as Aristotle revisits 
it in IX.9: In just what sense does the flourishing or happy person need. 
friends? In what sense is friendship a constituent of the flourishing life? 
Why should one arrange a life that leaves ample room for nurturing 
and sustaining friendships? Aristotle's argument in IX. is difficult, but 
Cooper isolates several key points that emerge from that argument as 
‘well as from supplemental texts in the Magna Moralia, The first point 
is that friendship is an indispensable medium for self-knowledge. As 
Cooper puts it, referring to the MM text, "one recognizes the quality 
of one's own character and one's own life by seeing it reflected, as in a 
mirror, in one's friend" (284). A friend, as a mirror, helps one see one- 
self with a critical distance that self-examination often lacks. Aristotle 
makes a second claim: Our happiness rests in activity, in being active 
with regard to things that are worthwhile and that we care about. By 
engaging in activities with friends who share our interests, we are bet- 
ter able to sustain our activities and are more continuously active in 
their pursuit, 

Aristotle underscores the role of friendship in the good life. In the 
contemporary idiom of the feminist ethies inspired by Carol Gilligan, 
Aristotle seems to recognize the importance of a “care perspective.” 
‘This perspective sits side by side in his texts with an emphasis on the 
rational Ife of theoretical and practical reason as the best life for a 
human being, “The function of a human being is an activity of soul in 
accordance with, or not without, reason” (109838). Is there a tension 
between the perspectives, much like that echoed in recent debates 
between care ethicists and impartial reason advocates? In "Feminism 
and Aristotle's Rational Ideal,” Marcia Homiak explores feminist criti- 
cism of rational ideals and asks whether Aristotle's ethics ultimately 
excludes women from its purview by setting up a rational ideal of moral 
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goodness that women characteristically fall short of. Her answer is 
“no.” On the view she proposes, "being caring and compassionate 
must be expressed within a life lived according to the rational ideal, 
or else these traits become destructive and unhealthy" (304). That is, 
healthy, non-servile forms of care require the very exercise of rational 
activities embraced in Aristotle's ideal model of the pbronimos (person. 
‘of practical wisdom). Moreover, the most cultivated exercise of practi- 
cal reason will be in the shared and cooperative context of democratic 
deliberation, which in turn will foster civic friendship and the value of 
affiliation. 

The above essays cover a wide range of themes that a careful reading 
of the Nicomachean Ethics poses. Inevitably, any text worth revisiting 
regularly will raise more questions than it can answer. Aristotle's texts 
are no exception. The intention of this anthology is not to settle debate 
on Aristotle’s ethics but to invigorate it. These interepretive essays will 
serve their purpose if they bring to the experienced scholar a fresh and 
critical look at an old friend, and to the new reader, only just making 
acquaintance with the Nicomachean, the beginning of a long and last- 
ing friendship. 


Notes 


1 Until recently, the Magna Moralia was generally agreed not to have been 
written by Aristotle, but rather to have been a late compendium of Peripatetic 
theory, However, of late, Franz Dirlmeir has argued for the authenticity of its 
content, as has John Cooper. 1 follow Cooper in viewing the text as reporting 
in a student's hands lectures of Aristotle that predate the Eudemian, Sce Aris 
toteles, Magna Moralia, übersetzt und kommentiert by Franz Dirlmeier (Ber- 
lin: Akademie-Verlag. 1962); John M. Cooper, "The Magna Moralia and 
Aristotle's Moral Philosophy," American Journal of Philolagy 94 (1975) 

27-9. 

2. The Aristotelian Ethics (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978). Sec 
also his Aristotle on the Perfect ife (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 
Most other scholars date the Budemiant as earlier than the Nicomacbean. 

3. T.H. Irwin, Aristote's First Principles (New York: Oxford University Press, 
198); J. Annas, The Morality of Happiness (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1995). 

7. M. Nussbaum, The Fragtlity of Goodness (Cambridge: Cambridge Untver- 
sity Press, 1986), chs, Land 12. 

5. J. Cooper, “Aristotle on the Goods of Fortune,” Philosopbical Review 94 
(1985): 173-97. 

6, See David Pears, Motivated Irrationality (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1984) for an insightful discussion of motivated ignorance 
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Permanent Happiness: 
Aristotle and Solon 


T. H. Irwin 


1. Introduction 


Satin answered the Lord, "Has not Job good reason 10 be God-earing? 
Have you not hedged him round on every side with your protection, him 
and his family and all his possessions Whatever he does you have 
blessed, and his herds have increased beyond measure. But stretch out 
your hand and touch all that be has, and then he will curse you to your 
Hons 
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Many of Aristotle's arguments begin from common beliefs. He does not 
commit himself to agreement with them; but he recognizes an obliga- 
tion to explain them-—to show the partial truth in the beliefs he rejects, 
and the grounds for rejecting them (Wicomachaean Ethics EN] 
1154a22-5). 

In his initial claim about happiness he attends closely to common 
beliefs. When he has defined happiness as an activity of the soul ex- 
pressing complete virtue in a complete life, he introduces the common 
view that happiness is rather unstable because it is vulnerable to ill 
fortune, to external hazards that the agent cannot control. Aristotle 
remarks that ifsomeone is well off for most of his life, but finally suffers 
disastrous ill fortune and comes to a bad end, no one counts him 
happy; this is what happened to Priam at the end of his life (110024-9). 

Here Aristotle seems to raise a serious difficulty for himself. For he 
had just argued that if we want to be happy, we should cultivate and 
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practice the virtues (1099b25-11004). Most of the Etbics is devoted 10 
an account of the virtues that Aristotle regards as constituents of the. 
happy life. But if he admits that happiness is vulnerable to external 
hazards, he cannot claim that virtue ensures happiness. How, then, can 
he advise us to be virtuous if we want 10 be happy? 

‘This is a difficulty within Aristore's theory. But we may think it is a 
more general difficulry about his whole approach to moral theory. We 
expect an account of moral virtues to prescribe some degree of inflex- 
ibiliy; for we expect an honest and reliable person to stick to his princi- 
ples even when he is offered some attractive inducements to violate 
them, or faces some severe threat for sticking to them. We tend to 
agree with Satan's method for testing Job's virtue, by plunging him into 
severe misfortune. Job's wife was puzzled that Job remained inflexibly 
virtuous in disaster: "Are you still unshaken in your integrity? Curse 
God and dic!" Gob 2: 9). Though we may also be puzzled, we expect 
this integrity from a virtuous person. The Greeks expect it also. It is 
rather surprising to us, then, that Greek moralists advocate the pursuit 
of virtue by appealing to the agent's happiness, when it seems obvious 
that his virtue does not always promote his happiness. The problem 
about il fortune is simply one expression of this general difficulty about. 
virtue and happiness 

Aristotle sees the difficulty. He wants to solve it not by brusquely 
rejecting common beliefs, but by examining them to see what they 
imply, and how far they really conflict with a reasonable view of happi- 
ness. After the remark about Priam he adds: “Then should we not 
count any one else either as happy, as long as he is alive? Should we 
follow Solon’s advice and see the end?" (1100a11-12). 1 agree with 
Aristotle’s view that Solon's advice deserves discussion, and that it illu- 
minates the problem about happiness and fortune. Before considering, 
Aristotle's views we will find it useful to explore Solon's advice further. 


2. Solon's Problem 


We learn most about Solon’s advice from Herodotus’ elaborate account. 
of it 1. 30-3). The rich and successful Croesus gives Solon a conducted. 
tour of the palace and treasuries, and then asks Solon to say who he 
thinks is the most prosperous of human beings. Solon mentions the 
winner and the runnersup, all utterly obscure people, and Croesus is 
predictably disappointed, since he could have bought and sold them 
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all. Solon explains that the obscure people he favours were all perma- 
nently well off, though less rich and splendid than Coresus; we know 
they were permanently well off because they are dead, and so no 
longer liable to reversals of fortune. Croesus, however, is alive, and we 
cannot know that he is permanently happy, because we do not know 
that he will be spared reversals of fortune. 

‘When Solon advises us to see the end of person's life before decid- 
ing about the person's happiness, we see how he conceives happiness, 
He refuses to consider the apparently natural possibility that Croesus 
might be happy at one time and unhappy at another time in his life. 
He must, then, regard happiness as a condition of a person's life as a 
whole. It is reasonable for him to do this, if he conceives happiness as 
success. For the success that a person reasonably wants and pursues is 
not success for a day or two, but his success over his whole lifetime? 
And that is the sort of thing that, as Solon reasonably observes, you can 
discover only when you contemplate a person's complete lifetime after 
it is over. 

Solon's conception of happiness was widely shared. It is reflected in 
Aristotle's account in the Rhetoric of common views. Aristotle de- 
scribes happiness as "doing well combined with virtue” or "sell-suffi- 
ciency of life” or “the pleasantest life with safety” or “prosperity of 
possessions and bodies with the power to protect them and use them 
in action" (1360b14-17). Power and fortune are also parts of happiness 
because these are the best providers of safety (1360628-9). It is be- 
cause we aim at complete and secure success in life as a whole that we 
need fortune, and cannot be assured of happiness till we are dead; for 
the fortune that is needed for prosperity is unstable and variable (EN 
1100b2-7). Not surprisingly, it becomes a Greek commonplace that no 
one should be called happy until his death.» 

This shared belief that happiness requires fortune, and fortune is 
unstable, provokes different reactions; an these set some of the prob- 
Jems for Aristotle 

Since Solon remarks that good and bad fortune can affect happiness, 
a sensible person might think he needs to be adaptable, so that he can 
act on reasonable predictions about the future and avoid too serious a 
loss if things turn out badly. The supremely adaptable Greek is Odys- 
seus, both in Homer and in the tragedies in which he appears. 

On the other hand, many find it hard to admire the astutely flexible 
person. One prominent type of tragic character refuses to be sensible 
and adaptable, and apparently harms himself and others by his inflexi- 
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and wilfulness. None the less, these characters are presented as 
admirable, not always without reservation, but often as more admirable 
than the plastic and adaptable characters. Ajax is the traditional type of 
the inflexible hero to contrast with Odysseus; and Prometheus, Antig- 
‘one, and Medea share this trai. 

‘The contrast between the adaptable and the inflexible character is a 
particular interest of Sophocles, who explores it in the Ajax, Antigone, 
Flectra, and Philoctetes. ‘The bad aspects of inflexibility are prominent 
in the Ajax; the good sides in the Antigone and Electra; the Philoctetes 
is much less decisive.* The same sort of contrast much later forms some 
of Plutarch’s antitheses in his parallel lives, and through Plutarch 
shapes some of Shakespeare's characters ? We are familiar with the in- 
flexible character of Coriolanus and the adaptable character of Antony. 

‘The contrast between adaptability and inflexibility points to an odd 
feature of Greek pre-philosophical reflection. Solon's view of happi- 
ness seems to support the adaptable person's strategy. Such a person 
foresees all that can be foreseen, and when something unforeseen hap- 
pens he improvises suitably” But some Greeks hesitate to advocate. 
this sort of outlook, and find themselves admiring the inflexible per- 
son, even though his inflexibility seems to destroy his prospect for hap- 
pines. Why should inflexibility seem so admirable? The common 
conception of happiness offers no answer to this question, and com- 
mon sense offers no ground for admiration apart from happiness 

A student as sympathetic and critical as Aristotle should be able 10 
identify this conflict in common-sense reactions to Solon's advice; and 
he should be able to find the true or false beliefs underlying the con 
flicting views. In his discussion of Solon's advice Aristotle tries to do 
Justice to both sides in the conflict 


3. Aristotle's Agreement with Solon 


Aristotle makes it clear that in his view happiness depends on fortune 
and external conditions, so that to this extent he has strong reasons 
for agreeing with Solon.” Since happiness is the highest good, it must. 
be complete (teleion) and selfsutficient (autarkes). A complete and 
self-sufficient good is one that all by itself makes life choiceworthy and 
lacking in nothing, If it really makes life lacking in nothing, a complete 
good must be comprehensive; nothing can be added to it to make a 
better good (1097b8-21)* A comprehensive good must extend beyond 
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conditions of the agent himself; Aristotle explains that it must include 
the happiness of family, friends, and fellow citizens (1097b8-13). 

If happiness is comprehensive, and goods dependent on fortune are 
genuine goods, then happiness must include them. If it did not, then 
their addition to happiness would produce a good better than happi- 
ness alone, which Is impossible. Aristotle agrees that goods of fortune 
are genuine goods; hence he agrees that happiness requires them 
(1099231-b8). He sharply rejects the Socratic and Cynic view that virtue 
alone is sufficient for happiness (1095b31-109632, 153b14-25)." 

This point needs no qualification when Aristotle defines happiness 
as activity of the soul expressing complete virtue. For both the acquis 
tion and the actualization of complete virtue require goods of fortune. 
Some examples make the point obvious. We cannot be magnificent or 
‘magnanimous if we are not rich; and we cannot live with our friends if 
they die at the wrong times. The definition of happiness shows why it 
is subject to fortune. 

Since happiness is an activity of the soul expressing complete virtue. 
in a complete life, external goods have two distinct roles. Aristotle de- 
seribes them as follows: 


(a) In many actions we use friends, riches and political power ax we use 
instruments; and (P) there are some things the lack of which mars bless: 
edness, 


(10994322) 


Among the remaining goods (Le. the external goods), (P) there are some 
whose presence ts necessary (for happiness), fa) others that are by nature. 
cooperative and useful as instruments. 


(1099h27-8) 


Great and numerous (strokes of fortune) that tum out well make his life 
more blessed; for (b) they themselves by nature adorn it, and (a) his use 
‘of them proves to be fine amd excellent 

(1100h25-8) 


In each passage Aristotle distinguishes (a) the role of external goods 
as instruments of virtuous action from (b) their role as contributors to 
happiness apart from (a). The difference between the two roles needs 
to be explained. In one way all external goods are ‘resources’ (chore- 
ia; cf. 10993323, 1178426) that a virtuous person has to use properly; 
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a vicious person will misuse the goods he has to his own harm 
(1129b1-4). But still, not all external goods are goods simply because 
they are used to virtuous action. A temperate person's pursuit of sen- 
sual pleasure is regulated by his temperance, but his enjoyment of ordi- 
ary sensual pleasures is not good for him simply because it is what 
temperance prescribes; on the contrary, temperance prescribes it 
partly becau: 
instrumental goods u 
because they help him to be temperate, but because they secure these 
pleasures. For similar reasons the magnanimous person values honour, 
and thinks he deserves it as the appropriate prize for virtue (1123b15~ 
24, 34-6); it is an appropriate prize not because he needs it to act 
virtuously but because it is the greatest external good in its own right." 

Honour is simply the most important of the noninstrumental exter- 
nal goods needed to make a virtuous person's life complete. Aristotle 
‘uggests that someone who is physically repulsive (not merely undis- 
tinguished) or of low birth, or solitary or childless is a poor candidate. 
for happiness; and remarks that it is even worse for someone who has 
bad children or friends, or has had good ones who have died (1099b2- 
6). He does not suggest that the absence or loss of these goods is bad 
because it causes pain or frustration, or because it prevents virtuous 
action (though no doubt it may have both of these effects). These are 
‘goods that are valued for their own sake, and therefore belong to a 
complete Hf 

No extern: 


good is a part of happiness if it is isolated from virtue; a 
healthy, strong, handsome, vicious person has no part of happiness at 
all, since he will simply misuse the external goods he has (1129b1-4). 
The external goods that in the Rbetoric count as parts of happiness are 
refused this status in the Ethics, because they are not parts of happi- 
ness in their own right; it is the virtuous person's correct use of one of 
these goods, not the good by itself, that is a part of his happiness.» 
Stil, the external goods are necessary for happiness, and some are nec- 
essary because they are intrinsic (.e., not purely instrumental) goods. 


4. Aristotle’s Disagreement with Solon 
It is easy to see why Aristotle has reasons for agreeing with Solon's view 


that happiness is exposed to chance; and if he agrees this far, we might 
expect him to advocate flexibility. We might suppose that someone is 
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best equipped for the pursuit of happiness ifhe is able to adapt himself 
and his aims to circumstances, minimizing the ill effects of misfortune. 

In fact, however, Aristotle defends a surprising degree of inflexibility, 
because he thinks Solon is quite wrong on one crucial point. 

Solon's conception implies that happiness depends on conditions 
outside the agent; and Aristotle criticizes such conceptions. He rejects. 
the life of honour as a candidate for happiness, because honour de- 
pends on the attitudes of other people, whereas “we intuitively believe 
that the good is something of our own and hard to take from us" 
(1095b25). Our intuitive belief is partly satisfied if happiness is con- 
trolled by virtuous activities (1100b11-22). since these are our own, in 
‘our power and hard to take from us. The external goods are those that, 
in Job's view, "the Lord gives and the Lord takes away” (Job 1: 21). The 
Lord does not in the same way take away Job's integrity; itis up to Job 
himself to retain his integrity, and Aristotle argues that this is what 
controls happiness. 

Aristotle must reconcile these claims with his equally firm belief that 
happiness includes external goods, and hence depends on fortune, His 
attempt to reconcile his different views is characteristically compressed 
and complex: 


Many stokes of fortune occur, differing in degrees of Importance. Small 
strokes of good fortune or is opposite clearly wi not tip the balance of 
his le. If many great strikes of fortune tum out well, hey wil make his 
Iife more blessed: for they themselves are of a nature to adorn his Me, 
and moreover the way he uses them proves to be fine and excellent. But. 
AF things turn out the other way, they oppress and mar his blessedness, 
since they introduce pains and impede many activities. None the less, in. 
these conditions also what is fine shines through, whenever someone 
bears with goox temper many serious strokes of il fortune, and does this 
not because he is incapable of feeling distress, but because he is noble 
and magnanimous. And if it is activities that control life, as we said, no 
blessed person could ever become miserable; for he will never do what is 
hateful and despicable. 

(1100023-35) 


Aristotle makes two claims about the role of major gains or losses of 
external goods: 


1. Major gains make a happy person happicr. 
2. Major losses deprive a happy person of his happiness, but do not 
make him unhappy. 
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Both claims need to be explained. 

The first claim is difficult because it seems to conflict with the as- 
sumption that happiness is complete, and therefore can have no fur- 
ther goods added to make a better good. If external goods can be 
added, then apparently they make a better good, and so the person. 
who lacks them cannot be happy. Aristotle raises the same puzzle for 
Us in his remarks about how events after my death may affect my happi- 
ness. These events, in his view, may indeed affect me for good or ill, but. 
only to a degree that neither makes someone happy when he would 
otherwise not be happy, not takes away the happiness of someone who 
is otherwise happy (1101b1-9). Aristote needs to explain how the 
addition and subtraction of goods can make someone more or less 
happy without making him cease to be happy, if happiness cannot have 
any goods added to make a better good. 

His claims are consistent if he explains completeness in the right 
way. The goods that are components of happiness are determinable 
types of goods; these are exemplified in determinate types of goods 
and in determinate tokens of these types. My playing golf now is a 
token of the type playing golf, which is a determinate type of the deter- 
minable type physical exercise and the determinable type recreation 

Aristotle probably believes that the complete good is composed of a 
'nt number of tokens of some determinate types of each of the 
determinable types of good. If recreation is a component of the good, 
and one afternoon's golf and one evening's bridge or bingo are equally 
‘good types of recreation, then 1 can achieve this component of the 
‘good either by playing golf one afternoon a week or by playing bridge 
or bingo one evening a week. It may not matter which determinate 
type of activity I prefer, as long as [include the right number of tokens 
of the right determinable types. In saying that no good can be added 
Aristotle means that no determinable type of good can be added to 
happiness to make a better good than happiness. 

‘These distinctions certainly raise difficulties of application, How are 
we to choose the right level of generality to identify the appropriate 
determinable types? How are we to decide the right number of tokens 
10 count as the realization of a given type? It is not only the problem 
about degrees of happiness that forces such questions on Aristotle. He 
must face them in any case once he defines happiness as a realization 
of human capacities in a complete life. If we count capacities per- 
versely, the fulfilment of my capacities will be too difficult (if they are 
100 specific) or too easy (if they are too generic). We must count them. 
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according to the right conception of a human being's physical and 
psychological nature; and this will not be an easy task. Morcover, Aris- 
totle's demand for completeness seems both unsatisfable and unrea- 
sonable unless it requires an acceptable number of tokens, rather than. 
all the tokens, of a determinate type of action. For however complete. 
someone's life may seem to be, we will be able to imagine some token. 
‘good activity that could have been added; but Aristotle will not want to. 
concede that such a life is not complete and not happy. 

Though further enquiry is needed to see if Aristotle can satisfy us on 
these questions, we can see who he might draw intelligible distinctions 
that would solve the problem about completeness. 1 am happy, he can 
claim, if my virtue and external conditions allow me to fulfil my differ- 
ent capacities in the right order and proportion—if, for example, I am 
Virtuous, and also rich enough to make magnificent actions prominent 
in my life, To be magnificent in contributing to the public good I need 
enough money for the appropriate large expenses. If 1 am left a large 
legacy, I will be pleased; for I will be able to do more of the magnificent 
actions that 1 enjoy and value. As Aristotle says, the use of these extra. 
goods will be fine and excellent (1100627). But though they make me 
happier, they do not produce a greater good than the happiness 1 pre- 
viously had; for they do not add any further determinable good, but. 
only add further tokens of some determinate types of a determinable 
ood. 

Aristotle can therefore defend his first claim about fortune—that 
‘good fortune can make me happier, though it does not give me a 
greater good than happiness. The effects of ill fortune are more seri- 
ous. The happy life requires a certain moderate level of external goods. 
(1179a1-17); and if these are lost, the happy person ceases to be 
happy." He does not, however, become unhappy." Aristotle can de- 
fend this claim if he appeals again to the composite character of happi- 
ness. 

IF happiness has several determinable parts, 1 am happy if 1 have all 
these parts, and not happy if lack at least one of them. But there is. 
still a difference between having some parts of happiness and having, 
none at all. In Aristotle's view this difference is crucial. For the virtuous 
person always retains one crucial part of happiness, without which 
none of the other goods is a part of happiness at all. The virtuous 
person, then, always has some part of happiness, and the non-virtuous 
person has no part of happiness, however many other goods he may 
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have. The virtuous but unlucky person is not happy; the lucky but non- 
Virtuous person is unhappy. 

Since Aristotle believes this about virtue, he regards it as the domi- 
nant good, and the dominant component of happiness; itis always to 
be preferred over any other component or combination of compo- 
nents of happiness, and over any other good or combination of 
goods. 


5. The Stable and the Unstable Components of Happiness 


Aristotle's arguments imply that Solon's view is either wrong or else 
seriously incomplete. Solon assumed that because happiness depends 
to some degree on fortune, fortune can make someone miserable. He 
did not realize that the dominant component of happiness is stable and 
immune to fortune. Since Solon requires happiness to be permanent, 
lasting through a lifetime, he seems to make it unstable; for it is vulner- 
able to bad luck all that time. Aristotle suggests that happiness is more 
stable than Solon thought it was, because it is controlled by virtuous 
actions, and they are controlled by virtue, which is stable and not likely 
10 be destroyed in our lifetime (1100b11-22). If virtue is stable, then 
happiness is stable to the extent that virtuous actions control happi- 
ness; and in so far as it is stable it is permanent. 

Aristotle's position may appear to be inconsistent if we consider his 
claim that virtuous actions "control" (kuriai) happiness (1100b11-22); 
that someone is happy “because of" (dia) himself and not because of 
fortune (Pol. 1323b24-9; cf. 1099b20-1); and that happiness is 
one's own character and actions (EE 1215a13-19; cf. 1100b8). These 
claims may seem to conflict with the admission that happiness depends 
on fortune. But Aristotle's use of the relevant causal concepts implies 
no conflict. In saying that virtuous actions control or cause happiness, 
he does not mean that they are sufficient for it, or that happiness con- 
sists only of them and their necessary consequences. He means that in 
the right circumstances virtuous actions make the decisive-contribu- 
tion to happiness; we are to assume a reasonable level of external 
goods and then notice the role of virtue and virtuous action. This 
causal claim is not easy to evaluate; but it shows how Aristotle's posi- 
tion is consistent, and why he insists in the same sentence both that 
Virtuous actions control happiness and that human life needs external 
goods as well (1100b8-11).” 
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Since Aristotle's view insists that virtue controls happiness, it implies 
that we are right to admire inflexible peuple to some extent, and right 
to be somewhat suspicious of adaptable people. A virtuous character is 
stable; and someone who maintains that inflexibility will secure the 
dominant component of his happiness; inflexibility does not require a 
sacrifice of happiness.” The adaptable person who is ready to change 
his character and outlook to meet changing fortune does this to secure 
the aspects of happiness that depend on fortune. If he cares more 
about these than about having a virtuous and stable character, he 
chooses subordinate goods rather than the dominant component of 
happiness. His choice is futile; for without the virtues these goods are 
not components of happiness at all. In choosing subordinate goods 
over virtue he shows that he misunderstands the nature of virtue and 
the nature of happiness, It is better to be inflexible about virtue; and 
to that extent we are right to prefer the inflexible to the adaptable 
character. 

Aristotle has explained why happiness is in some ways more stable 
than Solon noticed; why it is complete, though allowing addition; and 
why itis caused by virtue, though vulnerable to ill fortune, He can now 
evaluate Solon's advice to call someone happy only when he is dead. 
‘The advice rests on the assumption that happiness must be permanent, 
so that if Hack it at any time in my life, 1 never have it 

In the Eudemian Fibícs and Magna Moralia this assumption about 
permanence seems to be accepted, and so Solon's advice is endorsed. 


Since, then, happiness is a complete good and an end. i will also be 
in something complete. For it will not be in a chikd (for a child is not 
happy), but in a man, since he is complete [ie mature]. Nor will it be in 
an incomplete time, but in a complete one; and a complete time is as. 
much time as a human being lives. For the many are correct to say that 
we must judge the happy person in the greatest time of his life, on the 
assumption that what is complete must be both in a complete time and 
in a [complete] human being. 


(MM 1185a5-9) 


And [there is supporting evidence for us in the claim] that a person is not 
happy for [just] one day, or asa child, or foreach period of his fe. Hence 
Solon’s advice is right, not to count anyone happy while he is alive, but 
‘only when his life reaches its end. For nothing incomplete is happy, since 
itis not a whole." 


(EF V219b4-8) 
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In the Nicomacbaean Ethics, however, as we have seen, Aristotle 
insists that complete happiness still allows addition. He is correspond- 
ingly careful when he explains that happiness, being complete, requires 
complete virtue and a complete life: 


Further, [the activity of the soul] must be in a complete life; for one 
swallow does not makes a spring, nor does one day; nor, similarly, does 
‘one day or a short time make one blessed and happy. 

(1098a18-20) 


‘This connection between happiness and length of time is explained 
later. A child, like an ox or a horse, is incapable of happiness because 
he is incapable of the right sort of activity, and if we congratulate him 
on his happiness it is because we expect that he will perform the right 
sort of activity when he is an adult (10932-11003). Aristotle adds: 


For, as we say, we need both complete virtue and complete time. For 
many variations and fortunes of all sort arise in life, and it is possible for 
the most prosperous person to fall into great disasters in old age, as is 
{old of Priam in the Trojan story; and if someone suffers such misfortunes 
and comes to a miserable end, no one counts him happy.” 


(110024-9) 


As in the Eudemian Bibics Aristotle suggests some connection be- 
tween happiness and length of time; and we might think he regards a 
"complete time" as a lifetime, On this view, Priam’s misfortunes in old 
ge imply that he never was happy. 

Eventually, however, Aristotle shows that this is not his view. For he 
recognizes that a happy person can lose his happiness if he suffers the 
misfortunes of Priam (11012611). If happiness requires a complete 
life and a complete time, he must have had these before he suffered 
the misfortunes; hence a complete time cannot be a lifetime, Aristotle 
confirms this point when he remarks that someone who has lost his 
happiness can still regain it, "not . . ‚in a short time, but, if at all, in 
some long and complete time, in which he has succeeded in great and 
fine achievements" (H01412-13). Though ^if at all“ suggests that the 
task of recovering happiness is not easy, itis plainly not self-contradic- 
tory, as it would be if a complete time were a whole lifetime. 

The different claims in the Nicomachaean Ethics explain each other 
if we begin from the “great and fine achievements.” Happiness is com- 
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plete, and therefore requires a complete range of activities realizing 
human capacities. A complete time is a time long enough for such a 
complete range; and since the projects of a virtuous friend or of a mag- 
nificent and magnanimous person take some time to realize, a com. 
plete time will not be a short time. Moreover, since a child is incapable 
of the complete range of activities, it cannot achieve happiness. And 
yet, just as a complete good allows addition, a complete time need not 
be a whole lifetime; I may be happy if 1 have had a complete time and 
exercised the complete range of activities, and then lose my happiness, 
as Priam did. With enough time I may also regain happiness. When 
God "blessed the end of Job’s life more than the beginning” Job 42: 
12) Job lived another hundred and forty years, and saw his sons and 
grandsons to four generations. This is presumably rather above the 
minimum needed for Job’s return to happiness; but at least he needed 
Jong enough for the restoration of his herds, flocks, and family, and of 
his standing with his neighbours. As we have seen, Aristotle has as- 
‘sumed that happiness is complete in a way that still allows some sorts 
of addition; and the same notion of completeness explains his view of 
a complete length of time. If the parts of happiness are determinable 
types of action, and I can realize sufficient tokens of all of them in less 
than a lifetime, then Lam completely happy in less than a Wetime, even 
though I am even happier if my happiness lasts longer than the time 
needed for completeness i* 

Aristotle's rejection of Solon's advice, then, is not a casual disagree- 
ment, He has looked for plausible assumptions abour happiness that 
might seem to support Solon. He appeals to the correct assumption 
that happiness is complete; and he argues that the correct assumption, 
correctly understood, does not support Solon. In the Rhetoric Aristotle 
accepted the common view that happiness must be secure, and recog- 
nized this as a reason for including good fortune and power in happi- 
ness (1360628-9). In the Magna Moralta and Eudemian Fibics the 
popular demand for security and permanence is defended by appeal to 
completeness. But in the Nicomachaean Ftbícs Aristotle shows that. 
the relevant sort of completeness needs more careful explanation than 
it receives in the other works; when we sce that completeness allows 
addition we also see that it does not justify the belief that a complete 
time is a lifetime, and therefore does not justify the demand for security 
and permanence. Nothing else justifies these demands either; happi- 
ness need not be secure and permanent, and a stroke of ill fortune 
that ends my prosperity neither ensures that 1 never was happy nor 
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necessarily deprives me of the prospect of future happiness. Contrary 
to Solon's view, I may be happy in some periods of my life and not in. 
others. 

Though he rejects Solon's demand for permanent happiness, and 
suggests why he thinks it is wrong, Aristotle still thinks there is some- 
thing right in the demand for permanence. Solon is wrong to demand 
that something as unstable as happiness should be permanent. It is 
better to demand permanence in a component of happiness that is. 
stable and in our power; and virtue meets these conditions. If we are 
Virtuous, we assure permanent success in securing the dominant com- 
ponent of happiness; for virtue is stable, not exposed to destruction by 
external circumstances, and hence we can count on it to be permanent. 
Once we recognize this, we can allow that happiness is impermanent, 
able 10 come and go. 

Aristotle’s view on the relation between virtue and happiness is not 
an innovation. It is derived from Plato's Republic. Plato does not main- 
tain the Socratic claim that virtue is sufficient for happiness. In the 
Republic the unlucky just person loses external goods and suffers gen- 
ine harms by his loss. His justice does not ensure that he is happy, 
but only that he is happier than any unjust person would be. 

‘Though Aristotle does not comment on this doctrine of the Repub- 
lic, he refers in his verses on Plato to Plato's views on virtue and happi- 
ness; "He alone, or first among mortals, showed clearly both by his. 
‘own life and by enquiries in arguments that a man is becoming good 
and happy at the same time Aristotle chooses his words carefully 
here. He does not ascribe to Plato the Socratic claim that the good 
person é happy, but the different claim that someone is becoming 
happy at the same time as he is becoming good; and this is a claim that. 
Aristotle himself can accept. In saying that Plato is the first to have 
shown this Aristotle may be implying that Socrates had not shown it 
Perhaps Socrates’ life was beyond reproach; but he had not shown. 
clearly by his enquiries in arguments that becoming virtuous is becom- 
ing happy. Socrates had argued unconvincingly for the sufficiency of 
virtue, which Aristotle thinks no one would maintain except as a philos- 
‘opher's paradox. Plato had argued convincingly for the dominance, not 
the sufficiency, of virtue. This is the position that Aristotle himself de- 
fends.” 


6. Virtue and Reason 


We have seen how Aristotle disagrees with Solon because he believes 
Virtue is dominant in happiness. Why then does he believe this, and 
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how good are his reasons? It will not be enough to argue that being. 
virtuous and actualizing virtue as far as possible is a good in itself. It 
could be that and still be less than a dominant component of happi- 
ness. It is hard to find a direct and explicit argument for the conclusion. 
Aristotle needs. Still, arguments can be found, reflecting different as- 
pects of Aristotle's conception of virtue. In this section and the next 
two I sketch three lines of argument: 


1. The rational agent will correctly value rational agency over its ex- 
ternal results 

2. He will correctly value rigid states of character and attachment 
to particular goals over a flexible character adapted to external 
circumstances, 

3. He will correctly regard as dominant those rational and rigid 
states of character that secure complete happiness in moderately 
favourable external circumstances. 


"Though 1 will speak of "the virtues,” and use examples of Aristotelian 
virtues at each stage of the argument, itis important to notice that only 
the third stage defines the specific Aristotelian virtues. 

Aristotle defines happiness as activity of the soul expressing reason 
and virtue. Happiness will require the best activities that actualize the 
person's capacities; and the best ones will be those that best express 
practical reason, Hence the virtuous person guides his life most of all 
by practical reason, 

Someone who guides his life by practical reason will want to develop 
and exercise practical reason in his choice of aims and goals. He will 
regard these as matters for rational reflection, not simply as the prod- 
cts of nature or environment or unalterable desires 

The same concern for the exercise of practical reason will encourage 
someone to choose goals that allow practical reason in their pursuit, in. 
preference to goals that do not allow it. This means that a wise person. 
will not choose as his primary goals those that leave little or no scope 
for practical reason because they depend heavily on fortune and exter- 
nal circumstances. If I see this, I will not choose success in winning 
lotteries, or any other sort of success that depends almost entirely on 
chance, as my ultimate and overriding end. 1 will prefer activities in 
which practical reason determines the end to be pursued, and the 
means that will successfully attain it 

If someone reflects in this way about preferable ends and activities, 
he will come to see good reasons for valuing states of character and 


16 T.H. ruin. 


the activities that express them. Being virtuous and acting as virtuously 
as possible are in a person's power; they can be developed and pre- 
served by rational reflection. Evidently the virtuous person wants to 
succeed in doing virtuous action, and in achieving the end for which 
he does the action; it is a strange just person who does not care at all 
about whether a struggle against injustice succeeds or not. But since. 
he cares above all about guiding his life by reason, he will want above 
all to be just and to do just actions, whether or not he succeeds in his. 
further aims. 

Character and action will be his primary, not his exclusive concern. 
He has other capacities than those that belong to him as a rational 
agent; and he will want to exercise them too. But he will want to be 
sure that his life allows the maximum development of practical reason; 
and it will allow this if his dominant aim is character and action, rather 
than their external results. If he preferred the external results over the 
character and action themselves, he would be forgetting that he is a 
rational agent. For he would be willing to subordinate the exercise of 
the rational agency that is essential to him to some good that is good. 
for some less essential aspect of him. A rational agent who correctly 
identifies himself with his rational agency will have no reason to believe 
he could have been better off if he had been less virtuous; while he 
might have gained benefits that were good for some aspect of him, 
he could never have benefited himself more. Aristotle claims that the 
Virtuous person will be "just about with regret" (116629). This is not 
because he will always be successful in his aims, or because his failures 
do not distress him (cf. 11000323). Rather, he will always be pleased 
that he did what a virtuous person would do, and will not wish that he 
had been a less virtuous person; for he sees that he would have been. 
worse off if he had sacrificed the rational agency that is the dominant 
component of his good, 

‘The argument for the dominance of rational agency and character 
relies on notoriously disputable (or at any rate disputed) Aristotelian 
claims about the human essence and its relation to the human good. I 
do not intend to examine these claims further, They deserve our atten- 
tion here, however, to show that Aristotle's belief in the dominance of 
virtue is not an anomaly in his theory. His claims about the function 
and essence of a human being do not imply that rational agency is 
the whole of human nature; therefore they do not imply that virtue is 
sufficient for happiness. But they imply that rational agency is primary 
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and essential in human nature; and therefore they support the domi- 
nance of virtue in happiness. 


7. Virtue and Stability 


To say that rational agency and character are dominant over other 
goods is not to say much about the sort of character a rational agent 
will have reason 10 form. Perhaps we can agree that a rational agent 
will not want to abdicate his rational agency if (to take relatively simple 
examples) the abdication would increase his sensual pleasure or his 
‘wealth or his power over others. But still, we could apparently exercise. 
rational agency in the prudent planning for these goods, adapting our- 
selves to external circumstances, and sacrificing our other aims and 
ends to secure these overriding ends. 

Aristotle, however, takes a different view of the proper sort of charac- 
ter. The virtues he describes are rather inflexible and rather liable to 
conflict with external conditions. Someone with the Aristotelian virtues. 
‘does not have just one overriding aim, for example power or pleasure, 
to which he subordinates his other aims, Nor does he have simply the 
schematic end of happiness, waiting to be filled by different specific 
ends suited to particular circumstances. He has a series of relatively 
fixed specific ends that he pursues inflexibly even when they conflict 
with each other and with external circumstances. He is expected to be 
brave, and so to risk his life and the other gooxs he values; he is ex 
pected to be just, and so to face the penalties of being just and to forgo 
the advantages of injustice 

Someone with these rigid aims and virtues may seem to defeat his 
‘own ends; for he could apparently sometimes secure his ends more 
effectively if he had less of a virtue. Justice requires him to be con- 
cemed with the good of his neighbour and the common good of the 
community; but sometimes he might secure these results better if he 
were willing to be less concemed with them. Machiavelli remarks: 
“Hence a prince who wishes to maintain his position must learn to be 
able not to be good, and must use or not use that ability according, 
to necessity.” Reflection on such had results of virtue suggests that 
someone "must have a mind disposed to bend itself (disposto a vol- 
gersi) as the winds and variations of Fortune command it, and must 
not depart from the good, when he is able [not to depart from it], but 
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must know how to enter into evil, when he is necessitated [to enter 
into itj 

In Aristotle's view, the virtuous person with rigid aims is not defeat- 
ing his own ends. For he attaches dominant value to having this state 
of character and expressing it, not to the result he achieves by it. 
Though he has reason to be sorry that being just does not always 
achieve its anticipated results, he has no reason to think he should care 
Jess about being just; for he is better off being just and unsuccessful in. 
achieving the results than he would be if he were successful and unjust. 

But we may still wonder why Aristotle thinks the virtuous person 
should attach himself to these rigid aims and to the dangers of failure, 
when he could cultivate a more flexible state of character. Aristotle 
needs to answer that the appropriate sort of rigidity in states of charac- 
ter is itself an aspect of the virtuous person's happiness. When the 
virtuous person cultivates stable and unchanging states of character 
(1100b12-22, 1104b32-3), he secures his own happiness. His stability 
distinguishes him from the vicious person, who is unstable (117229), 
and therefore lacks the benefits of stability. In saying that the vicious 
person is unstable Aristotle should not mean that he has a less constant 
and steady ultimate end and rational plan than the virtuous person's; 
he is unstable in so far as he is more willing to adapt and sacrifice his 
other ends to his overriding ends (1167b4-16). Aristotle must show 
that the vicious person's adaptability is itself a reason for preferring 
virtue. 

Aristotle considers a rational agent planning for his own interest. As. 
we have seen, such an agent attaches dominant value to the exercise 
Of practical reason. He also considers himself as a temporally extended 
rational agent concerned for himself and for his persistence as the 
same rational agent. Aristotle wants to argue that the right plans for my 
future will prescribe the persistence, as far as possible, of the aims, 
concerns, and states of character that belong to my present self. The 
more adaptable and flexible my character is, the more readily 1 will 
destroy myself in trying to achieve the results I value. The adaptable 
person wants to adapt himself to secure his own interests. But in mak- 
ing himself flexible and refusing to form a fixed character, he allows 
less of himself to persist into the future. In adapting himself he partly 
destroys himself, and hence he will fail to secure his own interest, 

To defend this argument Aristotle must agree that the persistence of 
a person depends in some way on the persistence of states ol charac 
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ter. We can see that he agrees with this view if we consider three points 
in his account of persistence. 

1. In a natural organism the form is what persists in the absorption 
and elimination of matter; hence the form is the primary subject of 
growth and shrinkage. It is compared to a pipe with water flowing 
through it, and to a measure that remains constant while different par- 
ticular quantities and pieces of matter come and go (de Generatoine 
et Corruptione (GC) 32228, 321b24)." The particular organism per- 
sists as long as the form keeps absorbing and eliminating matter in the. 
right way; the form is "a sort of capacity in the matter" (322329). 

2. The form of a living organism is its soul, the first actuality of the 
living body. The first actuality is, for example, the state of someone 
who knows French even when he is not actually speaking it, and the 
second actuality is the activity of speaking it (de Anima [DA] 412422 
8). A creature's form will not be its second actuality; second actualities 
are intermittent, but the creature itself is stable because it has the per- 
sistent state that is actualized in these intermittent activities. Hence the 
persistent state is the form and the soul 

3. To connect these general metaphysical claims about persistence 
with Aristotle's view of happiness we must attend to the role of states 
Of character. The states of character that we develop when we acquire 
the virtues are first actualities realized in intermittent virtuous actions; 
and they are among the essential states whose persistence is the persis- 
tence of the same person. Aristotle's description of the best kind of 
friendship makes it clearest that he regards these states of character as 
essential to the person. A virtuous person loves his friend in himself by 
loving the friend's virtuous character, because the friend is good in 
himself (1156a7-9). His virtuous character is essential to him, and he 
is the person he is in so far as he has the virtuous character he has 
(115621019). Since virtuous people are friends because of themselves 
and their character, and their character is an essential and persistent. 
state of them, their friendship is also persistent, whereas the friendship. 
of other friends is unstable and transient (1156a16-24, 9-12). It fol 
lows that if someone's character changes enough, he is no longer the 
person he was, and that if 1 was his friend because of his former charac- 
ter, that gives me no reason to continue the friendship when he ac- 
‘quires his later character. Aristotle accepts, indeed stresses, this result, 
to explain the dissolution of friendships; if we were friends, but my 
character changes for the worse, Iam no longer the person you were 
friendly to, and you are released from the obligations special to friends 
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(1165b20-36). These claims are reasonable only if Aristotle thinks that 
the persistence of the person includes the persistence of his states of 
character. 

We are justified, then, in ascribing to Aristotle the claims about per- 
sistent characters and persistent persons that support his preference. 
for stability and inflexibility. In his view, adaptability fails to secure my 
future interests, since it fils in some important way to secure my future: 
persistence. 

If Aristote's claim is to be plausible it must be neither indefensibly 
strong nor uselessly weak. The adaptable person does not literally de- 
stroy himself; he still remains the same person. On the other hand, his 
choices are self-destructive; less of him persists in the future than 
would persist if he had been less flexible. His prudent planning frus- 
trates itself fit requires the disappearance of many aspects of his pres- 
ent self 

Aristotle's claim requires us to think of an important aspect of pru- 
dence that is not always obvious. On his view, the prudent person will 
plan for self-preservation not only by ensuring the satisfaction of his 
future desires, but also by ensuring that as many as possible of his 
present aims and goals, and as much as possible of their present struc- 
ture, remain in his future self; the more of them remain, the more of 
himself will persist. If 1 concentrate on some one overriding end, I may 
destroy some aspects of myself. A vicious person who regards his 
power or sensual pleasure as his overriding end will also have subordi- 
nate ends; though these are less important to him than his overriding 
end, they are not merely instrumental to it. He may, for instance, be 
somewhat attached to his family and friends, and somewhat reluctant 
16 cheat innocent people. But his overriding end requires him to sacri- 
fice those aspects of himself that are attached to his subordinate ends. 

Aristotle rejects this degree of self-sacrifice, and urges a rational 
agent to form plans that allow him to be strongly attached to the same 
system of ends, The just person does not have to sacrifice his attach- 
ment to justice in order to achieve the good of his communi 
dominant component of his good is not the achievement of this result, 
but the state of character that is concerned with it. Though we cannot 
achieve incompatible results, we can retain states of character that in- 
clude concem for incompatible results. By being rigidly attached 10 
particular states of character and to their associated aims and senti- 
ments the virtuous person secures his own interest better than he 
would if he were more flexible.” 
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These points about stability and self-preservation explain why a ratio- 
nal agent is better off if he cultivates stable and persistent states of 
character, and does not adapt himself entirely to circumstances. It does 
not follow that everyone is better off, everything considered, the more 
stable his character is. If | have a bad character, then I will be better off. 
if 1 change it; but changing it will itself involve a loss, since less of my 
old self will persist in my improved character. This is no objection to 
Aristotle's view. On the contrary, he will argue that it is one further 
benefit of having a virtuous character; the virtuous person is the only 
one who can achieve happiness for the whole of the person who aims 
ati 

‘The claims about rationality and stability suggest why being virtuous 
seems to Aristotle to be a dominant component of happiness. Some- 
one who pursues other goods when they require abandonment of 
goals dependent on rational activity, or when they require dissolution 
ofa stable character, has forgotten that he was concerned with happi- 
ness for a human being and for himself as the human being he is. 
Finding what might be good for another sort of being or for someone 
‚other than himself is no answer to Aristotle's question. Since we could 
not secure happiness for ourselves by sacrificing rationality or stability, 
we could never have reason to prefer any other good over these, if we 
are choosing rationally and aiming at our own happiness, 


8. Virtue and Completeness 


‘These arguments may show that rationality and stability are dominant 
in happiness. But they do not yet prove the dominance of the Aristote- 
lian virtues. It is not clear why these virtues are necessary for rationality 
and stability. For are there not rational and stable states of character 
that allow, for example, total indifference to the interests of others? 
Moreover, is it clear that the Aristotelian virtues are even sufficient for 
rationality and stability? They are defined by reference to the complete 
good. The complete good has other components besides rationality 
and stability. How do we know that the demands of Aristotelian virtue 
will not conflict with rationality and stability? 

Someone who regards rationality and stability as dominant even in 
unfavourable external circumstances might suppose that his plans 
‘ought to assume the worst about external circumstances; then he will 
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not be disappointed, and will not have to change his plans or his state 
ol character when things go badly. But is this the rational attitude? 

If ewo stable and rational agents both have good fortune, the opti- 
mist who uses the external goods will be happier than the pessimist 
who refuses to use them for fear that he will lose them. By using exter- 
nal goods the optimist will realize more of his capacities, will have a 
‘more complete and self-sufficient life, and will therefore be happier. 
If both suffer ill fortune, the pessimist’s assumptions will have been 
proved true. The optimist will fail in his more ambitious aims. But, like 
the pessimist, he regards a stable and virtuous character as the domi- 
nant component of happiness; and he still has this character. He is 
therefore no worse off than the pessimist. 

This conclusion may be disputed. The optimist has suffered failures 
and the resulting pain from which the pessimist is free. Though each 
of them has the dominant component of happiness, the pessimist 
seems to have more of its other components, if both suffer ill fortune, 
and therefore seems to be better off on the whole. Still, we need not 
agree; perhaps the optimist is better off if he suffers the pain that re- 
sults from failure in worthy projects than if he suffers no pain as a result 
of avoiding the projects. Aristotle claims that some pleasures are bad if 
they are taken in the wrong objects, even if the fact that they are plea- 
sures is a good feature of them (1173b25-8). He might claim with 
equal justice that suffering some types of pains is on the whole good, 
even if the fact that they are pains isa bad feature of them. Aristotle can 
therefore defend the apparently paradoxical claim that when Priam’s 
misfortunes are at their worst, even so (supposing Priam to be a virtu- 
‘ous person) Priam is better off than a pessimist would be who had 
neither attempted Priam's projects nor suffered Priam's failures. 

Aristotle, then, must accept the view that Tennyson has made a com- 
 monplace, that failing is better than not trying." His conception of the 
dominant component of happiness explains the truth of the common 
place. By attempting a worthy project the optimist has exercised his. 
practical reason to make a desirable difference to the world; even if he 
fails and suffers pain for his failure, he is better off for having exercised 
his practical reason in this way than if, like the pessimist, he had de- 
cided not to exercise it at all. Pessimistic assumptions encourage the 
agent to narrow the area in which he can exercise practical reasoning; 
in deciding not to form a plan requiring non-pessimistic assumptions 
about external conditions, he makes one rational decision, but denies 
himself the opportunity of making others. He would be justified only 
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if the failure of his attempts would make him worse off than he would 
have been by not making them. But he cannot reasonably believe this. 
if he attaches dominant value to character and practical reasoning; for 
in that case he cannot count the harm resulting from failure as greater 
than the benefit of having made the attempt 

If there were no practical possibility of moderately favourable exter- 
nal circumstances, the choice between optimism and pessimism would 
make no practical difference. But if there is any such practical possibil- 
ity, the rational person has reason to be an optimist, and to choose the 
states of character and the goals that make the best use of external 
circumstances, The Aristotelian virtues are intended to be those states, 
‘of character that a rational person recognizes as virtues when he is 
optimistic. They never leave him worse off than he would be if he were 
pessimistic, and in moderately favourable external circumstances they 
leave him better off. They equip us both to use good fortune well and 
to face ill fortune without disintegrating. 

We can be rational and stable in ill fortune even if we lack the specific 
Aristotelian virtues, but we cannot be well equipped for both good and. 
ill fortune, Nor can we have understood Aristotle's defence of rational- 
ity and stability if we refuse to form plans that carry some risk of failure, 
Once we see why rationality and stability are dominant, we have no 
reason to fear failure enough to refuse risks. 


9. Virtue and Inflexibility 


‘The Aristotelian virtues of character are intended to secure complete 
happiness, in the right external circumstances, At the same time these 
virtues include a commitment to inflexibility; they are stable states of 
character that the agent will retain even in ill fortune, Their inflexibility 
is beneficial both in good fortune and in ill fortune. To show that the 
individual virtues of character meet these conditions it would be best. 
to examine them one at a time. But even without doing this we can 
suggest and illustrate Aristotle's general view. To illustrate it by refer- 
ence 10 the Aristotelian virtues, however, we must grant one further 
assumption—that, as Aristotle says, the good for an individual includes. 
the good for his family, friends, and fellow-citizens (1097b8-11). The 
direct benefits of the Aristotelian virtues are often benefits to the 
agent’s community, and the agent himself benefits only in so far as 
Aristotle's assumption is correct. The assumption and Aristotle's 
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ground for it clearly deserve a full discussion; here 1 will simply try to 
show how Aristote's argument works if the assumption is accepted. 

Aristotle's doctrine of the mean applies to the use and pursuit of 
extemal goods. Two aspects of a virtue define the two errors to be 
avoided: 


1. The virtuous person avoids the pessimistic attitude that refuses 
to be concerned with external goods or with any aim that requires 
successful use of them. He has friends, he takes and gives money, 
and he pursues honour and reputation, 

2. He avoids the over-valuation of external goods that leads some- 
one to be excessively adaptable; he will not compromise his virtu- 
‘ous aims and outlook to secure external goods, desirable though 
they are. 


We have already seen why the first component of a virtue is beter 
for securing complete happiness in moderately favourable external cit- 
cumstances. Some people are ungenerous with money because they 
are afraid of losing it and being "compelled" to do something shameful 
(1121b21-8). But they are wrong. If they fell on hard times, and did 
something shameful, they would be overestimating the value of the 
external goods gained by the shameful action; and the virtuous person, 
recognizing the dominance of virtue, will never do this. 

We might think the second concept of virtue is an insurance policy 
that will pay off in adverse circumstances, but is unnecessary in reliably 
favourable circumstances; perhaps it is only our belief about the fick- 
Jeness of external goods that makes it wrong to be too attached to 
them. Aristotle, however, denies this. He wants to show that in good 
times as well as bad it is better to be inflexible about virtue and hence 
reserved about external goods. 

The point is casiest 10 see with bravery. The brave person willingly 
faces the loss of external goods when bravery requires him to sacrifice. 
his life. His friends and fellow citizens benefit if he is willing to make 
this sacrifice. Since his good includes the good of friends and fellow 
citizens, he is better off being inflexible about bravery than he would 
be if he were more flexible. 

The magnificent (megaloprepes) person is not so concerned with 
honour and reputation that he spends his money in ostentatious and 
conspicuous displays; he wants to spend it to benefit the community 
(112201923), not merely to win admiration (112321927). His reserve 
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about external goods benefits the community; and a community of 
such people will be less likely to admire the ostentatious person, and 
so will collectively benefit from their collective reserve about external 
goods. 

Aristotle claimed that the virtuous person will take the right attitude. 
to misfortune because he is "noble and magnanimous” (megalop- 
suchos) (1031-3); and his account of magnanimity explains that it 
is the appropriate virtue for these circumstances, since it controls the 
virtuous person's relative valuation of external goods." The magnani- 
mous person values external goods enough to pursue them vigorously 
on the right occasions. He wants to be honoured, but only for the 
right reasons by the right people, precisely for being virtuous and only 
secondarily for other things (1124220-6). He is ready to press his own 
claims, and fear of failure does not restrain him; for failure cannot re 
move the virtue that is the dominant component of his happiness, and 
the value of a worthy attempt cannot be overridden by the harm result- 
ing from failure. Even the greatest external good is small by comparison 
‘with virtue (1123632, 1124419). The magnanimous person pursues the 
complete good that the pusillanimous person denies himself; but his 
Interest in external goods is not the excessive attachment of the vain 
person, Hence he is neither too pleased about good fortune nor 100 
distressed about ill fortune (1124212-20). He cares less about the 
‘goods of fortune than about being as virtuous as he can be, and hence. 
he is not prone to lament about them (1129910), 

‘A community of people who lack magnanimity will be both selfish 
and selfsacrificing in the wrong ways. If they care 100 much about 
external goods, they will be ready to cheat each other, or ready to harm 
their friends for the sake of keeping up the friendship; for they live 
"with an eye on another" (124531), an attitude that Aristotle con- 
demns as slavish. At the same timc they may be ready to harm them- 
selves for inadequate reasons. when the magnanimous person will 
refuse (1124b23-6); someone who cares a lot about other people's 
opinion or about other external goods may be ready for some foolish 
and dangerous exploit that the magnanimous person avoids. This sort 
of person will be too ready to cultivate the adaptable character com- 
mended by Machiavelli. Such a person, Aristotle suggests, may make a 
good mercenary soldier (1117b18-20); but a community of such peo- 
ple will have mistaken views about the dangers that should and should 
not be faced. 

In all these ways Aristotle argues that magnanimi 


promotes com- 
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plete happiness better than any different attitude to external goods 
would promote it. This does not mean that magnanimity always results 
in happiness. But its contribution to happiness is inseparable from the 
virtuous persons’ attitude to virtue when it does not promote happi- 
ness. If he did not believe that being virruous dominates the other 
‘components of happiness, he would not secure the other components 
‘of happiness. Aristotle believes that virtue should be chosen when we 
cannot have complete happiness, and that it promotes complete happi- 
ness; and each of these beliefs explains and supports the other. 

Aristotle needs this sort of argument if he is to show that the de- 
‘mands of rationality and stability do not conflict with the demands of 
the other components of complete happiness, and to show that the 
rational agent's concem for his own good does not conflict with his 
attachment to the good of some larger community. If Aristotle's theory 
cannot avoid these conflicts, then we have to face the possibility raised 
by Machiavelli, that concern for the good of a community requires an 
agent 10 cultivate traits that he rightly condemns as vicious. Aristotle 
will reject the cultivation of such traits as unreasonable self-sacrifice for 
the benefit of others; and he argues that the conflict that seems to 
demand such self-sacrifice does not arise in moderately favourable ex- 
ternal conditions. In less favourable circumstances Machiavelli may be 
right to say that the conflict arises; this is one consequence of Aristot- 
{e's claim that the good person and the good citizen are identical only 
in the best political system (Pol. 1276b20-35). 

‘The magnanimous person is inflexible ín a way, and Aristotle sees 
that he may easily remind us of the stubbom and self-willed tragic char- 
acter who refuses to adapt his views to accommodate external circum- 
stances. When the magnanimous person despises something, he 
despises it justly, from a true sense of worth (1124b5); but people easily 
confuse him with a contemptuous person (1124420; EE 123219). To 
ivoid this confusion it is important to see the difference between the 
inflexibility recommended by Aristotle and that displayed by Ajax or 
Coriolanus.™ Ajax is stubborn and unyielding in ways that harm himself 
and others, because he is ashamed and afraid of dishonour. Though he 
despises other people, and seeks to display his superiority and inde- 
pendence, he is not independent after all, he is excessively attached 10 
honour, which depends on external conditions, and especially on other 
people's opinion of him. Hence he is excessively afraid of failure and 
dishonour, and tries to escape it no matter what harm he does to him- 
self and others 
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The magnanimous person is different. He will not be like Ajax or 
Coriolanus, because he will not be so attached to honour or to any 
other external good. Since he sees that virtue is dominant, he will be 
inflexibly virtuous. But since he sees that other goods are subordinate 
to it he will be flexible in his pursuit of them, and has no reason to be 
sullen or uncooperative or unforgiving as Ajax was. Though we are 
right to admire something about Ajax and about his reaction to Solon's 
advice, we are wrong to admire Ajav's inflexible and antisocial attach- 
ment to those particular values. When Aristotle accepts part of the com- 
mon attitude he also corrects part of it 

Our discussion of the virtues of character may suggest how Aristotle 
tries to show that the Aristotelian virtues are a rational agent’s best 
‘equipment when he faces good fortune and ill fortune. Hence they are 
the best stable states of character to acquire; and someone who has. 
them has the dominant component of happiness. 


10. Aristotle's Solution 


Aristotle is right to attend to Solon's problems; for his answer to the 
problem illuminates his own conception of happiness. Solon was right 
10 suggest that happiness is unstable because itis vulnerable to chance 
and external circumstances. But we are wrong if we suppose that 
chance also determines whether we are unhappy or not; and we are 
wrong if we decide to make ourselves adaptable to external circum- 
stances. The inflexible response is right, if we are inflexible about the 
right things. We should realize that the Aristotelian virtues are the dom- 
inant component of happiness, and that, though happiness itself is un- 
stable, its dominant component is stable. 

Aristotle's answer to Solon's problem is as complex as his answer to 
most of the traditional problems of Greek ethics that he discusses. He 
does not totally reject the commonsense outlook. He refuses to follow 
the Socratic and Cynic solution that ensures the stability of happiness 
by taking virtue to be sufficient for it. Still, his solution would appear 
to common sense to be much closer to the Socratic position than to 
‘common sense. Here as in his discussion of incontinence Aristotle first 
rejects Socrates’ position, and then argues for one of its most counter- 
intuitive elements. 

Aristotle's view did not convince his main Hellenistic successors, 
who generally agreed with Socrates. It has not convinced most modern 
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‘moralists either. Even when they want to agree that a morally virtuous 
person has reason to prefer to be virtuous even at a severe cost ro him, 
they do not normally rely on Aristotle's sort of argument. Many have 
thought that once Aristotle rests his defence of virtue on an appeal to 
happiness he cannot succeed. And even if he succeeded, many would 
reject his as the wrong sort of defence of morality, a defence that the 
‘moral person should not seek 

Once we understand Aristotle's argument, however, we may have 
some reason to resist both these criticisms. We should ask ourselves 
again more carefully whether his defence of virtue is relevant to the 
proper concem of the morally virtuous person. He argues that the vir- 
tuous person's proper degree of commitment to virtue is explicable 
‘and justifiable by reference to a plausible conception of the good of a 
rational agent. The conclusion is striking enough to make it worth our 
while to examine the premises. 


Notes 


Versions of this paper were read at a meeting of the Southern Association for 
Ancient Philosophy in Cambridge; Cornell; the University of California, River- 
side; Colgate; Willam and Mary, and the University of Vermont. 1 am grateful 
16 the helpful critics mentioned in the footnotes above, to others who raised 
questions on these occasions, and especially to Susan Sauvé and Jennifer Whit- 
ing for detailed and useful written comments. 

1. For Solon's proverb see Paroemiographt Graeci, ed. EL. Leutsch and 
F. G. Schneidewin (Göttingen, 1839), 1, 315: telos boro biow—touto 10 apopb- 
thegma Solon eipe Kroiso (i 

2. This demanding attitude is expressed in Sophocles (Soph.) Antigone 
583-92. It explains the pessimistic conclusion about human happiness in Ac- 
schylus (Aesch.), Agamemnon (Ag) 555-4; Soph., Oedipus Tyrannos (OT). 
1186-96 

3. See Acsch „Ag 928; Soph, Trachiniae 1-3, OT 1524-30; Euripides, An- 
dromache 96-103, Trojan Women 505-10, Heraclidae 865-4, Ipbigenía at 
Aulis 161-3 

4. Heroic inflexibility; B. M. W. Knox, The Heroic Temper (Berkeley, 1964), 
1-27. 

5. See Plutarch, Alcibiades 16. 3, 23. 4-5; Alcibiades et Coriolanus 1. 3, 
2.1,3.2 (for oibeias cf. EN 1171415), 4. 5, 5.1. See D. A. Russell, Plutarch 
(London, 1973), 110-29. 

6, This adaptability and foresight is illustrated in Thucydides’ presentation 
of Themistocles, 1. 138. 3, and Pericles, I. 65. 6-6. 

7. "Auf jeden Fall ist er weit davon entfernt, Schicksalssichläge in ihren 
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Auswirkungen zu bagatellisieren”; F. Dirlmeier, Nikomachische Ethik (Berlin, 
1969), 288. 

8. Because of 1097620 1 take b16-20 to be an explanation of selísuffi- 
‘ciency, rather than a third condition. On the sense of b16-20 1 follow J. 1. 
Ackrill, “Aristotle on eudaimonia," in Essays on Aristotle's Ethics, ed. A. O. 
Rorty (Berkeley, 1980), 21-4. Valso agree with his explanation of telcía aret, 
27 f. For a defence of the alternative view of 1097016-20 (happiness is only 
the best single good) see A. . P. Kenny, The Aristotelian Eibics (Oxford, 1978), 
204, well answered in J. M. Cooper's review, Nous 15 (1981), 384f. The altema- 
tive view, however, responds to a genuine problem in Aristotle's position, that 
he must allow the possibility of adding gooxls to happiness. Eustratius (dis- 
cussed by Kenny and Cooper) seems to be aware of the problem; for he con- 
trasts happiness, taken to include its more important (kuriötera) parts, with 
the better good that results from the addition of the less important pans (CAG 
XX, 64. 34-65. 17, esp. 65. 3-8). This distinction allows him to cope with the 
problem of addition (cf. 98. 19-29). The problem. however, does not raise an. 
insuperable difficulty for the first view of 16-20; see s 4 below 

9. J. M. Cooper, Reason and Human Good in Aristotle (Cambridge, Mass, 
1975), 125, rightly stresses the importance of voluntariness in happiness, and 
concludes: "On the view I am suggesting, to flourish is not actually to possess 
a full portion of all the basic good things, but rather to be living in accordance 
with principles that are rationally calculated to secure them." In commenting 
‘on L153b19-21 (the rejection of the Socratic position) Cooper remarks: “But 
It Is not easy to see exactly how he thought his own theory of eudaimonia 
could accommodate this insight" (126). It certainly would not be easy to sce. 
this, if Aristotle held the view Cooper ascribes to him. But the evidence Cooper 
cites. (Politica. (Pol | 1323b24~9; Fudemian Frhies VEF| 1215A12-19: EN 
1099b18-25) does not commit Aristotle to this view. (See n 19 below.) 

J. McDowell, "The role of eudeaimonia in Aristotle's ethics," in Rorty (ed), 
above, n 8, 340 and n 26, argues: "I we take seriously (a) Aristotle's contention, 
that a persons’ cudaimonia is his own doing, not conferred by fate or other 
people, but also try to make room for (b) his commonsense inclination to say 

that external goods make a life more satisfactory, we are in any case re- 
quired to distinguish (c) two measures of desirability or satisfactoriness; one 
according to which (d) a life of exercise of excellence, being—as eudaimonia 
{s—self sufficient (109766-21) (e) can contain no ground for regret in spite of 
great il-fortune; and (7) one according to which such a fife would have been 
better if the fates had been kinder” (reference-ettcrs added). There is no con- 
flict between (a) and (b). since (a) does not imply that fortune has no influ- 
'ence on happiness; see n 19 below. Hence there is no need for (c). Aristotle 
does not claim (d); the virtuous activity that belongs 10 happiness must be “in 
a complete life,” 1098418 (see s 5 below). Beskles (e) is consistent with (f) 
the virtuous but unlucky person may not regret any of his actions (see n 25 
below), but still may recognize that his life could have been better. McDowell's 
reasons for (c) are therefore insufficient 
10. Aristotle discusses Solon's problem more fully and carefully in the EN 
than in the EE. Unlike the BE: the EN rejects the sufficiency of vire for happi- 
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ness at the outset, and explains this by an argument to show that happiness 
must be complete (cf atelestera, 1095032). The EE mentions the complete- 
ness of happiness, 1219235, but has not argued for it, or related it to the insuf- 
ficiency of virtue. H. Rackham, Fudemian Eibics (London, 1935), 238, suggests 
that en, 1219435, refers back to 1218b7-12, which, however, does not include 
Jeleion. On EE 121964-7 see s 5 below. 

11. The 1153b17-25 Aristotle remarks that external goods are needed for 
happiness because it requires unimpeded activity and il fortune impedes activ 
ities. This role of extemal goods is relevant in a discussion of the claim (not. 
endorsed by Aristotle) of pleasure to be happiness; he does not imply that this 
is the only role of external goods. (He might, however, construe itas their only 
role, consistently with what we have said about Bk I; for the activities impeded, 
by lack of external goods need not be only virtuous activities, and the goods. 
‘whose absence impedes activities need not be purely instrumental goods; we 
cannot have the unimpeded enjoyment of honour without the intrinsic exter- 
nal good of honour.) Questions raised by J. L. Ackrill and Alan Fuchs have 
helped me to see some of these issues more clearly. 

12. Adiferent view of the role of external goods i ably defended by Cooper, 
"Mistotle on the Goods of Fortune,” Pbilasopbical Review 44 (1985), 173-96. 
{believe he underestimates the difference between the two types uf external 
goods, and gives insulficient grounds for denying that a lange Joss of external 
god will by self deprive a person of happiness (even apart from its effects 
‘on his capacity for virwous action). Cooper rightly emphasizes that Aristotle 
thinks external goxxts are the normal consequences of virtuous action, "so that 
they should not be counted as goods that he needs as supplements to virtue if 
he is to be happy” (195). This does not seem to follow, however, since the 
‘normal consequence des not always result from the virtuous action; and when 
it does not, the virtuous person seems to gain one component of his happı- 
ness, bur fails to jain another that is rightly described as a supplement 10 
virtue, Conper denies this, appealing to “Aristotle's central conviction that 
‘what determines the character of a person's fe is what he does" (195). 1 doubt 
if Aristotle believes this ina strong enough sense to secure Cooper's conclu- 
sion (see n 19 below, and text). Moreover, if the right action is sufficient for 
happiness and the results are no part of happiness, why does the virwous 
person aim at them? This question raises an issue about Aristotelian and Stoic 
ethics that 1 discuss in “Stoic and Aristotelian Conceptions of Happiness,” in 
The Norms of Nature, ed. M. Schofield and G. Striker (Cambridge, forthcom- 
ing). I have benefitted from reading Cynthia Freeland's comments on Cooper's 
paper, 

13. The EN, unlike the EF and Magna Moralia (MM), actually avoids speak- 
ing of parts of happiness, probably to avoid the suggestion that an external 
‘good cou be a part of happiness all by itself. Sce Ackrill, above n 8, 29; Coo- 
per, above n 9, 123. 

14. Ido not think this passage implies post-mortem consciousness. Contrast 
K. Pati, “Aristotle and Happiness after Death,” Classical Pbilogy 78 (1983). 
101-11, and P. W. Goch, “Aristotle and the Happy Dead,” bid, 112-16. 

15. This objection to the more plausible interpretation of 1097b16-20 (see 
n B above) is raised by. eg. S. RL. Clark, Aristotle's Man (Oxford, 1975), 154. 
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16. In LIO, as elsewhere in the EN (contrast EE 1215a10, M. J. Woods, Eude 
‘mian Eihics (Oxford, 1982), 55), eudaimon and makarios have to be used 
interchangeably. Unless they are, the argument of 1100b33-1101a11 is unintel- 
liable, 

17. “Unhappy” represents athlios, used as the contrary, not the mere nega- 
tion, of eudaimon. Cf. Pato, Meno 78a1-9; Soph., OT 1204, Seneca, Epistolae. 
Morales 92. 22, mentions the appropriate distinction, between non beatus and 
miser. 

18. This notion of dominance is used by Antiochus in his defence of an 
allegedly) Aristotelian view in Cicero, de Finibus V. 92. Passages such as 
1100625-6 might have suggested to Antiochus the distinction between being 
beatus, for which virtue is sufficient, and being Pearíssimus for which external 
goods are also needed, and encouraged him to ascribe it to Aristote. His mis- 
{ake isto suppose that in these passages Aristode thinks virtue is sufficient for 
the happiness that can be increased by external goods. On the relevance of. 
these chapters to Antiochus sce Cooper. above n 12, n 7. 

In considering Aristotle's claims about the composition of happiness and the 
place of virtue in it, 1 have assumed that no revision is demanded by his advo- 
‘acy of contemplation in EN X. 6-8. D. Keyt, "Intellectualism in Aristotle,” in 
Essays im Ancient Greek Philosophy, vol. d J.P. Anton and A. Preus (Albany, 
1983), 364-87, offers a plausible account of Bk X. f, however, the account in 
X identifies contemplation with the whole of happiness, Aristote is still more. 
influenced by the demand for stable happiness than 1 allow. 

19. For a clearer grasp of the causal claims I am indebted 10 Susan Sauvé 
and Gail Fine. Cooper and McDowell rely on the causal claims in ways that lead 
them to underestimate the role of fortune in happiness; sce nn 9, 12. 

20. In stressing the stability of virtue as a reason for choosing it Aristotle 
agrees with Solon, who says he will not exchange virtue for wealth, because 
Virtue i stable, empedon aiet, while wealth lluctuates. See Plutarch, Solon 3. 2 
in Antbología Lyrica Graeca, cd. E. Diehl (Berlin, 1949), fr 4. 9-11. There is 
fio evidence to show that Solon connected this claim with his advice about 
happiness 

21. The scope of "hence Solon's.. " and "For nothing..." is ambiguous: 
different views are reflected in Woods's and Rackham’s translations. The MM. 
passage suggests narrow escape for "Hence Solon's .. " (ie. referring to "for 
‚each period") and wide scope for “For nothing . ." (explaining that all the. 
previous points rely on completeness). However, we would expect Solon's ad- 
vice (0 explain "one day" as well as "for cach period”; it should then also 
‘explain "as a child,” presumably as an example of “for cach period"; in that 
case the point about children and adults is different from that in the MM, which 
offers different explanations of this point and the point about an incomplete 
time. 

22, There is some difficulty in 109965, on which sec especially. A. Stewart, 
Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics (Oxford, 1992), i, 103. Aristotle supports the 
demand for a complete life by remarking that we can. like Priam, be unlucky 
in old age, and that if this happens no one counts us happy, eudatmonízei, 
110049. If his means (1) “no one thinks we ever were happy,” then Aristotle 
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takes the Solonian view. But perhaps it means (2) "no one thinks we are happy 
ben." In that case the point might be only that we need some good luck, and 
that bad luck can destroy happiness. If only (2) is meant, the position in the 
EN is consistent and different from the one in the EE. 

23. tis useful (as A. A. Long suggested to me) to compare the notion of a 
"complete action” in Poetics 1451430-5, which allows quantitative addition 
that does not increase the qualitative completeness of the complete whole. 

24. Some difficulty has reasonably been found in reconciling this view with 
1101416-21. R. A. Gauthier, Aristote: l'Éibique à Nicomaque (Paris and Lou- 
vain, 2nd edn, 1970), ac loc, finds the difficulty so great that (following Rassow) 
he condemns the passage as an interpolation. It is unconvincingly defended by 
J. Bumet, Eibics of Aristotle (London, 1900), ad loc. The question "e prostber- 
eon . .."is asking “Should we agree with Solon after al" 1. Bywater (Btbica 
Nicomacbaea (Oxford, 1894)) punctuates so that "epeide to mellon ..." gives 
a reason for agreeing with Solon. In that case what does the "ei d'bouo. 
clause mean? The question is whether “kal buparsei” (a) concedes Solon's. 
point, or (b) maintains some weaker condition. If (a), then this whole section. 
‘conflicts with the previous admission that happiness can be lost, and with Aris- 
tode's earlier criticism of Solon in 1100234. But if (b) is meant, what is the. 
argument, when "é prostheteon "seems to have given an argument for (a)? 
We might perhaps make better sense of the whole passage by reading “eped 
d" instead of "epeide” in 1101417, and taking this to support what follows, 
not what precedes. Then the argument will be: "Shoukl we agree with Solon. 
(à prostbeteon . logon)? No. Since we think happiness is complete but the 
future i» unclear, we can't make happiness depend on a whole lifeume. We 
‘must insist that happiness can be complete without requiring a whole lifetime. 
Mence we will insist that t must continue some way into the future (kat Pupar- 
sel), but shoukl not require a whole fede of happiness." If this is right, then 
the passage will reflect the modified view of "complete Me" that marks the 
disagreement between the EN on the one side and the EE, MM, and Solon on 
the other sche 

25. | have discussed this in "Socrates the Epicurean?” in Ilinois Classical 
Studies (1985). 

26, Aristotle, Fragment. Selecta, cd W. D. Ross (Oxford, 1955), 146, "ls. 
becoming” translates gignetaí. If we take it to mean "has come to be" Aristotle 
ascribes to Pato a position incompatible with the Republic (Rep) 

27. W. Jaeger, Aristotle (English translation, Oxford, 1938), 110, finds "tragic 
resignation" in Aristotle's praise of Plato because "the fact is that Aristotle in 
his Eibics denies Plato's doctrine that man's happiness depends only on the 
moral power of his soul” See also Jaeger, “Aristotle's Verses in Praise of Plato," 
Scripta Minora (Rome, 1960), 339-45 (from Classical Quarterly, 21 (1927), 
13-17), Here (342) Jaeger ascribes to the Rep. belief in the sufficiency of vite, 
citing the Gorgia anal Rep. 1 Significanıly. he offers no evidence from the rest 
‘of the Rep. Jaeger doubts if Socrates hokls this thesis, but does not consider, 
eg. Apology 41c-4, Crit. 4809-10. Here Jaeger‘s positions on Aristotle's view 
is nor clear (444). 

28, In this section 1 have benefited from criticisms and suggestions by Rich- 
ard Boyd, David Brink, Eugene Garver, Mark Fowler, and William Wilcox. 
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29. This aspect of the virtues is well explained by Cooper, above n 9, 83-5. 

30. Machiavelli, Prince, ch 15, ed. S. Beneelli (Milan, 1960). 65. In such pas- 
sages Machiavelli probably attacks rigid commitment to Aristotelian virtues. See 
Q. Skinner, Foundatins of Modern Political Thought (Cambridge, 1978), vol. 
1,121, BL 

31. Prince, ch 18, 73 

32. G. E. M. Anscombe, in Three Philosophers (Oxford, 1961), 55 f, rightly 
draws attention to these passages 

33. The Aristotelian views about character and persistence that 1 have 
sketched here are evidently connected with issues discussed by D. Parfit, Rea- 
sons and Persons (Oxford. 1984), esp. 298-306, and B. Williams, "Persons, 
‘Character and Morality,” in Moral Luck (Cambridge, 1981), esp. 12-14, Not 
being sure exactly what the connections are, I leave them unexplored. 

34. I use “optimist” loosely, for someone who is willing tn plan on the basis. 
of something more than the most pessimistic assumptions, not for someone 
who makes unrealistically optimistic assumptions. in this section I have bene- 
fited from Hilary Kornblit's criticisms. 

35. "Lenvy not in any moods / The captive vokd of noble rage, / The linnet. 
bom within the cage, / That never knew the summer woods; /... hold it true, 
whate'er befall, / feel it when 1 sorrow most; / ‘Tis better to have loved and. 
lost / Than never to have loved at all (Im Memoriam XXVIL) The reference 
to noble rage suggests a reason fairly close to Aristotle's 

36. 1104-8, 19-29, requires us to qualify this remark, by distinguishing. 
‘what is shameful some things considered from what is shameful all things con 
sidered. 

37. A comparison between the EF and EN on this point is especially instruc- 
tive. 1 hope to present it elsewhere. There are helpful suggestions in D. A. 
Rees, "Magnanimity in the EE and NE." in Untersuchungen zur Eudemischen. 
abil, ed. P. Moraux and D. Harlfinger (Berlin, 1971) 

38. On Ajax see Fragmenta 147 (Ross): Analytica Posteriora 9715-26. 
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‘Twice in the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle strongly rejects the idea 
that virtue is sufficient for happiness. At 1, 5, 1095b32-1096a2 he says, 
“it seems to be possible to be asleep while possessing virtue, or to be 
Inactive all one's life, and also to suffer evils and the greatest misfor- 
tunes; and someone with a life like that no-one would call happy, un- 
less they were defending a thesis at all costs." And at VII 13, 
1153b14-25 Aristotle says that everyone thinks the happy life must be 
pleasant, since happiness cannot be hampered or impeded, "Hence 
the happy person needs the goods of the body and the external goods 
ard fortune, so as not to be hampered in these ways. Those who assert 
that the person broken on the wheel and falling into great misfortunes 
ds happy, provided that he is virtuous are, willingly or unwillingly, talk- 
ing nonsense." 

Aristotle makes clear just what his objection is: the thesis that virtue 
suffices for happiness is, as we would put it, grossly counterintuitive 

‘We may find these passages unremarkable, both because we are not 
likely, ourselves, to think that virtue suffices for happiness, and because 
Aristotle here is just employing his familiar method: ethical philosophy 
ought to start from and clarify our considered and thoughtful judge- 
ments. It does not have to accept all our intuitions, but it should be 
careful about rejecting broadly accepted views. A theory which does 
that will simply be implausible. (Cf. 1172b35-1173a2) 

Nonetheless, Aristotle's attitude here is actually problematic when 
we consider his theory of happiness as a whole. This is perhaps a sur- 
prising thing to say, and this paper is devoted to making a case for it 

Aristotle's ethical theory does not start just from our intuitions as to 
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what happiness is. It starts rather from the notion of our having a final 
00d, an inclusive and unifying aim that structures what we do. In NE 
17 Aristotle argues that happiness is the final good, on the grounds that 
it meets three formal conditions for something's being a final good. A 
final good is complete, that is, pursued for its own sake while every- 
thing else is pursued for the sake of it; selfsufficient, that is, lacking 
nothing and making a lile choiceworthy on its own; and most choice- 
worthy, not just one good among others but such that no addition 
could make it better? Happiness, claims Aristote, meets these condi- 
tions. (1097a25-1097b21) 

These three conditions are technical: Aristotle has to explain them. 
Happiness, he thinks, clearly meets them; but that it does, that these 
are the conditions on a good's being final, indeed that we have a final 
g00d, are all conclusions reached by argument and philosophical re- 
flection, By the time Aristotle gets 10 considering what the candidates 
for happiness could be—pleasure, honour and so on—he is measuring 
them against a notion of happiness which is not just what he, or con- 
temporary Greeks, were inclined to believe, but has already been for- 
malized in a systematic way by reflection. 

It has been held, most influentially by Richard Kraut,* that Aristotle's 
ethics deals with an "objective" concept of happiness, while our intu- 
itions incline mainly to a "subjective" one. The contrast could be mis- 
leading if it suggested that Aristotle is importing into the discussion 
before we start a more substantial sense of happiness than we are in- 
clined to accept. Rather, Aristotle is clarifying and making systematic 
everyday beliefs about happiness, not on the grounds that they are 
subjective or likely to be wrong, but on the grounds that they are not 
very clear. The argument that happiness meets the formal conditions 
on a good’s being final makes our vague notion of happiness more 
precise and formal. It does not import a different sense of “happiness,” 
but it does go beyond what we would be inclined to accept before 
philosophical reflection." 

When Aristotle gives us his candidate for happiness, then, itis not to 
be tested directly against our inclinations to apply or withhold "happi- 
ness" (or those of the Greeks with eudaimonia). The question is 
rather, Is the life of moneymaking (etc) complete and self-sufficient 
Aristotle's own candidate for specifying happiness is a life of virtuous 
activity, along with adequate external goods. "What then prevents us 
from saying that someone is happy who is active in accordance with 
complete virtue and is adequately equipped with the extemal goods, 
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not for just any length of time but for a complete lifetime?" (NE 1 10, 

101a14-16). As Cooper has stressed, it is only in the NE, not the EE 
or the MM, that the external goods come into Aristotle’s considered 
account of what happiness is." However, since the passage 1153b14—25 
(discussed above) is in a book common to the NE and the EE, itis not 
only in the NE that he strongly rejects the thesis that virtue alone suf- 
fices for happiness. It is in fact clear in all the Ethics that Aristotle's 
conception of the life of virtuous activity has external goods in the 
picture. 

External goods, of course, are of many kinds. There are goods of the 
body, like health, strength, beauty: goods like money and power; the 
help of others; good external circumstances like a peaceful and flour- 
ishing environment. These will impinge on the good life in different 
ways, and I ignore their differences only because in this paper I focus 
on the contribution that any of them can make, compared with the 
contribution that virtuous activity does." 

In insisting, then, that the externa! goods are needed, Aristotle is 
committing himself to the life of virtuous activitys not being on its 
‘own complete and self-sufficient. Why not? This may seem a surprising 
question. We in the twentieth century, with our impoverished concept 
of virtue, may find it just obvious that virtue alone cannot suffice and 
that external goods and good fortune are needed for happiness. But 
Aristotle's notion of virtue is considerably deeper and richer than ours, 
and there are aspects of his account of virtuous activity which prima 
facie make it a very serious contender for specifying the content of 
happiness. Aristotelian virtues are not just disposition to do the right 
thing, or to come to the right moral conclusion. As is familiar, they are 
settled states of character. They have an affective side: to have a virtue 
is to have one's relevant motivation habituated and trained in the right 
direction. It is crucial to Aristotle that there isa difference between the 
merely self-controlled or encratic person and the fully virtuous.” The 
encratic will make the right judgement, and even do the right thing, 
but will not feel fully motivated to do it. He will only restrain himself 
by dint of willpower, and will feel the force of desires and other sources 
of motivation countering the decision to do the right thing. These mo- 
tivational forces do not win, but they still make their presence felt. 
Hence there is no guarantee that the encratic will always judge and act 
this way; he does so, but not reliably. The fully virtuous person, by 
contrast, does not have to fight down strong desires countering right 
action; his resolution to act rightly has nothing to oppose it, since op- 
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posing desires have nat developed or have been habituated to go in 
the direction of virtue, not against it. The fully virtuous, then, is reliably 
virtuous; he has no reason not to be, of the kind that the encratic has. 
Supporting this point, and most important, is Aristotle's connection of 
virtue and pleasure. The fully virtuous person takes pleasure in being 
virtuous." Indeed, failure to get the appropriate kind of pleasure is an 
indication that the agent is nox fully virtuous, merely encratic. 

In the context of the present issue the main point of interests is that. 
the fully virtuous person not only judges and does the right thing, but. 
has no motivation not to do it. He is not, of course, so habituated as 10 
have tunnel vision when he considers the situation: he is aware of the. 
factors that can and do tempt other people to wrong action. But he is 
not himself tempted by them—otherwise he would be merely encratic. 
And this is not asceticism-—he enjoys what he does, feels positive about 
ie 

Aristotle himself points out that this will have results that may sound 
very odd in the case of particular virtues, notably courage. The brave 
person going to certain death will not only judge that he ought to do 
this, and do it; it will not occur to him not to do it. He will be aware 
that he will lose his life, and care about this, and realize that he should 
care. And he will, when it comes to it, feel the fear that would be nor- 
mal in such circumstances. Yet this coexists with his taking pleasure— 
the appropriate pleasure— in acting bravely, and with his not being so 
much tempted to act otherwise; he is aware of the factors that would. 
tempt the vicious or the encratic, but they have for him no motivating 
force. 

‘The dispositional and affective side of Aristotelian virtue, and its con- 
nection with pleasure, have been widely hailed in the twentieth century 
as attractive features: virtue is not seen as a Kantian strength of will to 
do one's duty, as a grim battle of reason against the feelings and emo- 
tions, but as the positive and enjoyed expression of a unified personal- 
ity, cis less often remarked thar these features make Aristotelian virtue 
as uncompromising, in its own way, as Kant's. The more unified the 
moral personality and the more positive the agent is about acting mor- 
ally, the more the agent can share neither the motivations nor the plea- 
sures of the vicious or encratic; he lives in a different psychological 
world, And so, when the agent acts virtuously, itis a real question what, 
from the agent's perspective, could be said to be lost or given up. The 
temperate person loses the pleasures of unrestrained indulgence—but 
he does not share these pleasures, finding them disgusting rather than 
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pleasant, and does not see unrestrained indulgence as tempting. And 
when we apply this model to virtues like courage and justice we see 
that the virtuous person will give up external goods like money, health, 
‘even life—and, if he is fully virtuous, do so in the same spirit: he will 
not see the possession of these things as tempting, or enjoyable, if it 
conflicts with virtuous activity, and he will enjoy the virtuous activity 
that involves their sacrifice. As John McDowell has put it, in the fully 
Virtuous person the claims of everything but virtue are “silenced” by 
virtue—a Kantian notion, indeed arguably more demanding than Kant 
in requiring that the virtuous person still enjoy the exercise of virtue. 

‘The cognitive side of virtue makes this uncompromising side even 
more evident. The fully virtuous person will have developed practical 
reason or pbronésis; though much about this is disputed, it is clear at 
least that the fully virtuous person (unlike us) will not have to work 
‘out, on a given occasion, what the features of that occasion are which 
determine what the right thing to do is. He will, rather, grasp this; he 
will just see what in the situation is morally relevant. He also, of course, 
has and employs what we would call moral rules or principles; I will 
not go into the role of these here, except to say that for Aristotle's fully 
‘virtuous person these do not serve, as they do in some modern theo- 
ries, as a way of discovering or working out what is the right thing to. 
do, Aristotle's fully virtuous person does not calculate and weight up 
factors in the same way as the encratic or the non-virtuous person, for 
he is affectively different from them. It is because he is not even 
tempted by factors that do weigh with them that he has a clear view of 
what virtue requires; faced by a situation he can perceive, as Aristotle 
puts it, the factors that are relevant to right action, without having to 
weigh up other factors, just because these provide no counter-motiva- 
tion to him. He acts, then, rightly and because it isright—"for the sake 
of the noble,” simply because virtue requires it." For if someone acts 
for the sake of the noble, but has an ulterior motive in so doing, he 
would not be fully virtuous; he would have the motivation of the en- 
cratic, for whom the course that virtue requires is not motivationally 
sufficient. Hence Aristotle stresses that the virtuous person does what 
virtue requires for its own sake." 

Here again we find an uncompromising position: to act virtuously is 
to do what is noble—what virtue requires—for its own sake and for no 
other reason. Although Aristotle stresses, as Kant does not, that this is 
an achievement both of the judgement and of the emotions, and re- 
quires something like a total affective transformation of the virtuous 
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person, there are affinities between Aristotle and Kant. For both of 
them the virtuous agent's virtuous activity is in an important way single- 
minded; he sees what virtue requires, and does it, undistracted by con- 
siderations that might counter virtue and unaffected by the losses of 
whatever external goods acting virtuously might require—not, that is, 
failing to notice them, but not regarding them as a loss that matters, 
not being affected in a way that interferes with the enjoyment of the. 
Virtuous active, or makes one think of them as a reason not 10 do it. 

For the fully virtuous person, then, the external goods have no 
power to motivate against virtue, and when virtuous activity requires 
their loss this does not detract from the agent’s full and unified enjoy- 
ment of virtuous activity. This is, of course, what happens in the fully 
virtuous person, not in us, with our histories of conflicts and uncertain- 
ties; but it is an ideal that we are to have. It is a notion of virtue that 
is richer and deeper than the twentieth-century kind. lt is also more 
demanding, and has more extreme consequences. 

But now the question arises: when we fully bear in mind all that the 
lie of virtuous activity involves for Aristotle, why does he not consider 
such a life to be complete and self-sufficient? A life is complete i it is 
chosen only for its own sake, while other things are chosen for the 
sake of it. And we have seen that Aristode's fully virtuous person does. 
seek the life of virtuous activity for its own sake; that is what it is from. 
both the cognitive and the affective side, to be fully virtuous: to be 
someone who does what virtue requires just for that reason and for 
no ulterior motives, without having to battle down counter-motivation. 
Anything less shows that one is not virtuous, but merely encratic, And, 
if we bear in mind the features of the life of virtue which 1 have 
stressed, how can the fully virtuous person have any aims independent 
of the life of virtue? He will, of course, seek health rather than sickness, 
wealth rather than poverty, other things being equal. But since these 
have no weight, and the loss of them causes no regret, in any potential 
conflict with virtue, it is hard to see how they could be independent 
aims that the agent has. A life is self-sufficient, again, if it is not made 
better by the addition of any good. And, again, when we reflect on just. 
what is involved in the life of the Aristotelian fully virtuous person, we 
have trouble seeing how the external goods could add any further 
good to them. The virtuous person will relinquish them in the cause 
of virtue with no loss of enjoyment in being virtuous; he is not losing 
anything, then, whose loss matters, or makes the life of virtuous activity 
worse. Since Aristotle stresses that the fully virtuous achieve eudai- 
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‘monia by their virtuous activity. far from losing by it, the loss of exter- 
nal goods does not seem to worsen the life of virtue; how then can 
their presence improve it? 

The life of virtuous activity, once we take seriously just how much 
it involves, seems disconcertingly to meet the formal conditions for 
happiness. Further, it meets other more intuitive conditions also. Hap- 
pines is stable, and the virtues, being dispositions of character trained 
by habituation, are stable, while the external goods unreliably come 
and go. They are also the province of fortune; they are not up to us to 
have or not, whereas, Aristotle thinks, we do feel that happiness should 
be up to us. And it is up to us whether or not we live according to 
virtue." 

Why, then, does Aristotle not take the fe of virtuous activity to be 
sufficient for happiness? We have seen that he rejects this as grossty 
counter-intuitive, focusing on our attitude to the Joss of external goods. 
If it is absurd to consider someone happy who has been deprived of 
external goods, then there must be something about their presence 
required for us to be happy. Aristotle uses melodramatic examples, but 
this need only be a striking way of making a point which is more gen- 
eral, Certainly it is true that we would find it odd to call the virtuous 
person on the wheel happy, and doubtless Aristotle's contemporaries 
would feel the same about eudaimonta. But by now it should be clear 
that it is odd for Aristotle to be so impressed by this point just on its 
‘own, His account of virtue and happiness (which I have only, of course, 
just sketched) is extensive and theoretical: it reflects on, formalizes and 
10 some extent revises, the everyday notions of virtue and happiness 
‘Why should Aristotle be so worried by one of our intuitions on its own? 

‘The Stoics at this point, having been fed by pretty much the kind of 
consideration which 1 have sketched, make the step that Aristotle re- 
fuses to do. Virtue, they say, fs sufficient for happiness—and, while or 
its own this sounds ox and paradoxical" it is not so in the context of 
their theory as a whole. The whole theory, claim the Stoics, accords 
‘with our "common conceptions —our ethical intuitions and general 
notions of what is acceptable. One intuition, or group of intuitions, 
‘cannot bring down a theory; we must work harder, by facing the theory 
as a whole with what we think about a range of issues in ethics. The 
Stoic claims is that if we do this, the price of saying in a larger context 
that virtue is sufficient for happiness is not so terrible. 

Aristotle's analyses in the Physics, which clarify and formalize our 
conceptions of the natural world on the basis of our reflected intu- 
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itions, are prepared to throw over some basic-seeming beliefs—that 
time exists independently of us, that there is a void—for these rejec- 
tions make sense, and are accounted for, within the revised Aristotelian 
theory on the topic. But in ethics Aristotle is less bold. He feels himself 
committed to saving, rather than explaining away, the intuition that 
Virtue does not suffice for happiness, that the external goods are also 
required. But this puts him in an awkward position; for his full account 
of virtue makes this difficult to sustain: the life of virtuous activity, 
when fully understood, seems 10 meet all the conditions for happiness 
on its own. 

Since Aristotle does not take the step that the Stoics do, he is faced 
at once with a problem. What kind of contribution do the external 
goods make to happiness? Having rejected what seems the obvious 
corollary of his account of virtue. Aristotle owes us a clear account of 
this, In fact he says litte about the external goods, and the question is 
broached only in NE H8-10. And what he says is curiously ambivalent, 
and, far from being clear, is susceptible of differing interpretations. 

Aristotle distinguishes two ways in which the external goods could 
contribute 10 happiness. Firstly, they are clearly instrumental to the 
production of virtuous activity. One cannot be generous about money, 
effective in helping others without power and friends, and so on. It is 
impossible to do what is noble if one has no resources, Aristotle says, 
since many actions are performed by means of friends and money and 
political power, as though by means of tools." But this is a wholly ex- 
pected and uninteresting role for the external goods, and makes no 
impact on the claims of the life of virtuous activity, since it does not 
involve ascribing to these goods any value other than this strictly instru- 
mental one, viz., what they contribute to the living of the virtuous Me. 

But Aristotle also ascribes to them a more interesting role: "when 
deprived of some things people ruin" their happiness, such as good 
birth, good children, beauty. Someone is not exactly a happy kind of 
person? if he is utterly repulsive to look at or of low birth, solitary and 
childless, and perhaps even less if his children and friends are utterly 
evil, or are good but die. So, as we said, happiness seems to need 
this kind of prosperity too; which is why some people identify it with 
prosperity, while others identify it with virtue" (NE 1099b2-8). Aris- 
totle suggests here that he is hewing a middle way between the unre- 
flective view that happiness is just success and the philosophical view 
(which as we have seen has considerable pull on him) that i is the life 
of virtue. But in fact what he says comes down heavily towards the 
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former view; his words here clearly indicate that external goods have 
value in themselves; when deprived of them your happiness is ruined, 
even if you are virtuous, 

But just what kind of contribution is at stake? Talk of ruining happi- 
ness is left vague here, and equally vague in other passages, where he 
says that the external goods must be present (1099627) or that they 
add “adornment” to life, while loss of them “cramps and spoils” happi- 
ness (110062230). When Aristotle retreats into vagueness, brevity and 
‘metaphor, this indicates that he has not fully worked out the terms for 
answering the problem. (Think of the discussion of the Active Intellect, 
and pleasure supervening like "bloom" on those in their prime.) In the 
present case his studiedly vague remarks on the role of the external 
goods in happiness have led to two quite different lines of interpreta- 
tion, both of which have support in the texts, and both of which have 
recently found defenders 

"The first I shall call the "proto-Stoic" view, and has been vigorously 
defended by John Cooper! On this view, the external goods do not 
just in themselves have any intrinsic value, or add anything to the good 
life. Hence the fully virtuous person has no reason to aim at getting 
them just for what they unaided can contribute, Rather their value is 
never independent of their contribution to the agent’s virtuous activ- 
ity—but this can happen in two ways. Sometimes they are necessary 
for the performance of the virtuous activity in the first place. Some- 
times they are necessary for its performance in "preferred" or "supe- 
rior” circumstances. Without them, that is, one may still have the 
virtue, but its exercise will be in a limited and cramping sphere, and 
‘one has reason to prefer a life in which one not only acts virtuously, 
but does so in favourable circumstances, in which the virtue in ques- 
tion can be developed in a wide and varied range of activities. On this, 
view the virtuous, and so happy person will aim at, and so get, the 
external goods only in the course of, and as a way of achieving, virtuous 
activities. He has no distinct motivation to pursue health, wealth, and 

1 do not myself think that this interpretation does justice to the way 
that Aristotle characterizes the distinct roles for the external goods, but 
this objection is hard to press in view of the brief and metaphorical 
character of Aristotle's discussion. More to the point, the proto Stoic 
interpretation involves Aristotle in counterntuitive positions as re- 
gards both the possession of external goods and their loss. When we 
have them, they make no intrinsic contribution of their own to happi- 
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ness; what we should aim at is virtuous activity, not the results it may 
bring. But then what does virtuous activity itself aim at? Virtuous activ- 
ity does not take place in a void; it will typically take the form of attain- 
ing some external goods or avoiding some extemal evils—in a certain 
way, of course, viz. from a certain disposition, using a certain form of 
reasoning, and so on. But how does the virtuous person aim at these 
goods at all, if they have no intrinsic value for the good life? How does 
Virtuous activity so much as get started? 

The Stoics meet this problem by distinguishing one's telas or overall 
end, the life of virtue, from one's immediate skopos or target, obtaining 
some non-vinuous good, such as health (or avoiding some non-virtu- 
‘ous evil, like sickness). Virtue, then, is one kind of end, the external 
‘goods a different kind. This distinction underlies much of what they 
say about the development of virtuous dispositions. Aristotle, however, 
seems simply to be left with the problem. 

Worse follows for the loss of the external goods, For the proto-Stoic 
Aristote, the loss of external goods will affect one's happiness only 
because of the way it prevents one from exercising the virtues. As Coo- 
per points out (p. 189) failing to have good children, or losing them, 
will affect the virtuous person's happiness only “insofar as it prevents 
the subsequent activities he might have engaged in together with 
them,” not because sterility is itself frustrating or losing one's children. 
distressing. On this view, indeed, the virtuous person broken on the 
wheel fails to be happy only because his prospects for future virtuous 
‘activity are dim, not because of any intrinsic badness about being bro- 
ken on the wheel. Further, since loss of external goods does not de- 
prive us of anything that contributes intrinsically to happiness, we 
‘would appear to have no rational basis for preferring one loss to an- 
other, if the upshot for virtuous activity is the same. (We would have a 
rational basis only if a difference were made to the prospect for virtu- 
‘ous activity.) Why prefer a painless death, or irreversible coma, to being 
broken on the wheel? All are on a par as far as contributing to one's 
future virtuous activity goes 

{is perhaps ironical that Aristotle should end up with these counter- 
intuitive results as a consequence of avoiding the counter-intuitiveness 
of saying that virtue suffices for happiness. Again, the Stoics face these 
same consequences of accepting the thesis, and meet them by making 
further moves which are themselves not counter-ntuitive. They distin- 
guish two kinds of value: only virtue is good, and everything else is 
indifferent—that is, virtuous activity and the external goods have value 
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in ineliminably different ways. There is now no problem in finding dif- 
ferences of value among things which are all equally of no value from 
a different standpoint, that of virtue. We can rank the external goods 
as being "preferred" or "dispreferred" indifferents; we have reason 10 
choose some and avoid others, while the difference in terminology. 
makes it clear that they are all on a par from one point of view, that of 
virtue, or as we might be tempted to call it, the moral point of view. 
Aristotle, however, does not make this distinction and lacks even the 
means of doing so. Although he is perfectly prepared to introduce tech. 
nical terms elsewhere, he shrinks from using them as the Stoics do, to 
distinguish two kinds of value. On this interpretation the proto-Stoic 
Aristotle is simply left with the problem, as the Stoics themselves are 
not. 

These problems may make more attractive the other, different inter- 
pretation, one which accords better with Aristotle's expressed desire 
to avoid the counter-intuitive conclusion that virtue is sufficient for 
happiness. On this view the external goods do have intrinsic value for 
happiness as well as instrumental value for the practice of virtue; happi- 
ness thus requires both virtuous activity and, separately, some at least 
of the external goods. 

1 shall call this the “Peripatetic” interpretation, since in later Greek 
philosophy it was taken to be the position of Aristotle and the Peripa- 
tetics, and to be distinctively different from that of the Stoics. Later 
authors, Cicero especially, regard Stoic and Peripatetic views on our 
final good as having just this contrast, that the Stoics think that virtue is 
sufficient for happiness, whereas Aristotle also requires some external 
g00ds—and this is interpreted as allowing the external goods ıhem- 
selves intrinsic value as contributing to happiness." It is a good ques- 
tion, why Aristotle was interpreted this way, since it is part of what I 
am arguing that his actual text is vague enough to be indeterminate 
between this interpretation and the "proto-Stoic" one. Historically, the 
answer must lie in Theophrastus’ book On Happiness. For in this book 
he seems to have come pretty near to saying explicitly that virtue does 
not suffice for happiness, since one also needs the distinct intrinsic 
contribution of the external goods; he seems to have claimed this in 
the way one would expect, namely by following Aristotle in pointing to 
the absurdity of calling someone happy who is grossly deprived of the 
external goods. Later writers read Aristotle's more ambivalent. pro- 
nouncements in the light of Theophrastus’ more forthright statements, 
and interpreted both of them in the “Peripatetic” way: though it is 
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noteworthy that when they want to attack the view it is usually Theo- 
Phrastus’ more incautious claims that they pick on. 

‘The Peripatetic interpretation, which has recently been defended by 
Terence Inwin and by Martha Nusshaum, may seem the natural and 
attractive one, because it puts Aristotle in a less awkward position as 
regards the further moves he has to make, and because it is nearer 
to our common sense. Bur problems lurk here also, in this case with 
Aristotle's formal conditions for happiness. On this view, I am happy if 
1am living a life of virtuous activity and have adequate external goods. 
(Let us suppose that we can come to a rough but satisfactory estimate 
‘of what "adequate" is in cach case here.) But if having some of these 
things is needed to make me happy, surely having more of them will 
make me happier? If, for example, good health is required to make me 
happy, surely excellent health will make me happier, since it will give 
me more of what good health gives me—the enjoyable condition of 
well-being, absence of worry about illness and so on. This is certainly a 
natural assumption, and it is of course compatible with realizing that 
there are limits to what health can do for you; and similarly with the 
‘other external goods. 

Strain is created, however, with the idea that happiness is complete 
and self-sufficient. If it has these properties it cannot be made better 
by the addition of any other good. Aristotle thus has an awkward 
choice. Either he has to say that external goods are required to make a 
virtuous person happy, but cannot make him happier by increase. Or 
he has to say that happiness is not complete, since it can be increased 
by the addition of further goods. Both alternatives are deeply unattrac- 
tive. Again, Aristotle seems to have avoided offending our intuitions 
only at the cost of worse problems, 

Inwin offers Aristotle an escape by showing how the completeness of 
happiness can be so understood thar it will not conflict with the claim 
that increase in external goods can make the agent happier. The idea 
is ingenious and I shall merely indicate it briefly here. Since the com- 
pleteness of happiness is threatened if increase of external goods 
makes what you have a better good, the contribution of external goods 
is so understood that they do not give me a better good than 1 have 
when Iam happy, but merely increase the extent to which I possess 
happiness, by increasing the scope and variety of my activities. Thus it 
is reasonable for me to want more rather than less of them, though 
they do not give me any kind of good that 1 lacked before. In Irwin's 
terms, they do not add any further determinate good to what 1 had; 
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they merely add scope for further determinate tokens of these deter- 
 minable types. 

This is an ingenious and attractive solution; I simply do not see any 
indication in Aristotle's text that he could help himself to any such 
interpretation of completeness; and so as far as giving us what is clearly 
Aristotle's position this interpretation is no better off than its rival— 
what we find in Aristotle here is a series of problems, rather than solu- 
tions to them.” Aristotle wants to say both that happiness is complete 
and that external goods can make an agent happier, and has no obvious 
way of reconciling these. 

‘The problems are, again, arguably worse where Joss of the external 
‚goods is concerned. For on the Peripatetic interpretation, loss of exter- 
nal goods makes you less happy, to the point of making you lose your 
happiness. But Aristotle denies that the virtuous person could ever be- 
come unhappy in misfortune, At 1100622-35 he says that though loss. 
of the external goods, if important ones, “cramps and spoils” happi- 
ness, still "the noble shines through," and since it is activities which 
are crucial for life (kurial tes zóíes) no happy person could become 
unhappy. This is a puzzling claim. We can see how it might be read, as 
Antiochus probably read it, as indicating that Aristotle's real view is that. 
virtue is sufficient for happiness, while the addition of external goods 
makes you happier, and their loss unhappier, than you might have 
been. There are, however, too many other passages running against 
this for this to be Aristotle's own view. But ifthe passage is to be taken 
in a way consistent with the Peripatetic interpretation it is hard to sec 
how we can avoid ascribing to Aristotle two kinds or levels of happi- 
ness, one that can be increased and reduced and one that cannot. Loss 
of external goods would then make someone lose their happiness, but 
never be, as we might say, really unhappy. But again Aristotle shows 
no signs of wanting such a distinction, nor does his vocabulary suggest 
that he is working with two senses or uses of "happy" or “unhappy.” 

Thus the Peripatetic interpretation creates problems over the formal 
conditions for happiness. Either the completeness of happiness is 
threatened, or Aristotle should make some moves which he does not— 
for example, distinguishing complete happiness from happiness capa- 
ble of increase amd diminution, or working out explicitly how 
happiness could be increased or diminished and still remain complete. 
What Aristote says is in fact indeterminate and capable of being read. 
either way; he makes the moves necessary to support neither interpre- 
tation. We should read Aristotle, then, not as putting forward either. 
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interpretation, bur rather as putting forward a view capable of being 
developed into either interpretation. Because of Theophrastus, Aris- 
totle was read in the Hellenistic period in the Peripatetic way; but there 
are indications in the way that Cicero at least refers to Aristotle that the 
matter was not entirely clear-cut; and at the end of a long period of 
Stoic-Peripatetic debate there was still the room, and the need, for an 
interpretation like that of Antiochus to settle a continuing problem 

It is obvious that as I have presented Aristotle's view of the relation 
of virtue and happiness, and the resulting problem of the role of the 
external goods, it seems that Aristotle is trying to do justice to too many 
things. Pressed, he should either take a line like the Stoics—but he 
does not have their more elaborate theory and willingness to sharpen 
conceptual lines with unfamiliar terminology. Or he should stay with a 
view which is nearer to common sense on the sufficiency of virtue 
for happiness—but this harbours deep internal problems when made 
precise. As | have presented it, Aristotle should choose between two 
alternatives, but never really does; he give the matter amazingly little 
attention, in fact, in view of its importance, and what he says is indeter- 
minate to a surprising degree. 

Is Aristotle then just evading the problem of the relation of virtue 
and happiness, the problem which was to become tbe major issue in 
Hellenistic ethics? It is fairer, 1 think, to say that he reflects the fact 
that there is a problem, and that he docs not solve it not because he 
consciously evades it but because he does not see the task of his ethical 
theory as being that of solving it. 

Let us ask ourselves the question, “Aristotle apart, does virtue suffice 
for happiness?” We are, of course, more likely to ask ourselves such a 
question about morality than about virtue, but it seems idle to deny 
that we do make sense of the question, and we incline to think that it 
must have an answer. But our thoughts are likely to go both ways. We 
are easily led to the thought that of course it is absurd that the virtuous 
person on the wheel is happy; and in so doing we are respecting the 
wellentrenched idea that happiness has some essential connection 
with external success (even if it involves more than just that). But we 
can also see easily why Aristotle insists that if happiness is to be our 
final end it must be complete and self-sufficient; and if we reflect on 
the life of the virtuous person we may be led to think that his life 
was not aimed at any good other than the one he achieved—acting 
Virtuously—and that in living the life of virtue he missed out on no 
good that could have improved his life: for he had everything he aimed. 
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at, everything that mattered. And this may lead us to the thought that 
it is not so absurd to call the person whose life ends in torture and 
ignominy® happy. if we think that he achieved the life of virtuous activ- 
ity that he aimed at, To the extent that we do, we are thinking that. 
happiness really, or fundamentally, consists in achieving one’s virtuous 
aim and securing what matters, and if we think that we may allow it to 
come adrift from the notion of worklly success. 

1 have stressed very heavily Aristotle's account of what the virtuous 
life involves, since such an account of virtue greatly facilitates the idea 
that Virtue could amount to happiness, for the fully virtuous person. 
has achieved his aim and secured everything that matters, But the 
thought does not entirely depend on having such an understanding of 
virtue; even today, lacking such an understanding, we can sensibly raise 
the question whether, taken as wholes, the life of Jean Moulin was 
more happy than that of Klaus Barbie. We recognize that it sounds 
initially paradoxical that someone could be said to have had not just a 
noble but a happy life when it ended in failure and painful death; we 
are respecting the intuitions that so trouble Aristotle and Theophras- 
tus. But if we are led to further reflection on what the people con- 
cerned were like, and how they regarded their own lives, we may go 
‘on to think that outward failure even of an extreme kind does not settle 
the question of whether a life which had in it the virtuous basis for 
respect and self-respect was unhappy. The question is rather whether 
the person did achieve the overall aim of living virtuously; to the extent 
that they did, they had secured what matters, which painful and igno- 
minious death cannot take away. 

The problem could be solved if we thought consistently that any 
account of happiness must answer to intuitions of workdly success, or 
at least of absence of worldly failure. We would then be consistent Peri- 
patetics—though we would follow Theophrastus rather than Aristotle, 
allowing that happiness is in the end a matter of fortune, and not up 
to us even if we do our virtuous best. The problem would also be 
solved if we thought consistently that happiness just is whatever turns 
out on reflection to answer best to the formal conditions, and that we 
should simply live with whatever adjustments turn out to be necessary 
to our intuitive beliefs about success. We would then be consistent 
Stoics. But unfortunately our pre-philosophical beliefs contain both 
tendencies. We feel naturally inclined both to take our everyday intu- 
itions about success as basic, as determining what happiness can be, 
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and also to reject the judgements that this would lead us to make as to 
the unhappiness of the virtuous who end up in misfortune. 

We can see in Cicero a particularly vivid example of an intelligent 
and philosophically educated person who is aware of these conflicting 
tendencies in himself without being able to resolve the tension, In his 
philosophical works he constantly pits the Stoic against the Peripatetic 
View of happiness, in a way going beyond interest in mere argument; 
for him tbe problem in ethics is whether virtue suffices for happiness 
‘or not, and he feels urgently the situation of finding utterly compelling, 
considerations on both sides. For every passage where he argues pas- 
sionately for the Stoic view we can find one where he argues with equal 
force for the Peripatetic view." This is not frivolity, or indecision; rather 
Cicero is reflecting the fact that in the ancient world what we would 
call the ordinary moral consciousness contained contradictory tenden- 
cies on this issue, and that arguments on each side sharpened the is- 
sues without resolving them decisively. 

We are used to the idea that twentieth-century common-sense mo- 
rality might contain contradictory tendencies—towards both conse- 
quentialism and deontology, for example. So it should not be wo 
surprising to find the same phenomenon in ancient thought about vir- 
tue and happiness. As Aristote says, some identify happiness with suc- 
cess and prosperity, others with virtue; the hard task is to do justice to 
the tendencies that exist in us to come to both of these conclusions. 
But if we do, we come up not with a nice mediating theory which 
Clarifies our thought and produces a consistent compromise; we come 
up with two very different and conflicting theories, both of which we 
cannot accept (at the same time; one can self-consciously switch. 
around, like Cicero), 

What Aristotle says about virtue and happiness, 1 suggest, reflects 
common-sense Greek ethical thought, which is tempted, for good rea- 
sons, in both of two conflicting directions. Aristotle is not evading the 
issue, but leaving the issue where he finds it. If we find what he says 
unsatisfactory, it is because we think that ethical theory, even of Aristot- 
le's kind, must take sides in a way that Aristotle does not. It is not 
surprising that we naturally feel an unge to tidy up what Aristotle says, 
and to understand it in terms of one of the two competing interpreta- 
tions I have sketched. But if we consider the texts thoroughly, we will 
admit that not only does each interpretation have indications against it 
as well as for it in the text, each lands Aristotle with a batch of serious 
problems and no visible way of solving them. 
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Cicero, writing after much further thought on this issue, sees his 
problem as that of having to choose rationally between two clear and 
opposed theories. Once one has started to reflect on common sense, 
‘one is forced to this position, however uncomfortable. The modern 
analogue is that ofa thoughtful person trying to decide whether conse- 
quentialism or deontology is correctly seen as the basis for our com- 
mon-sense moral thinking. They can't both be right, and yet both are. 
developments of something undoubtedly there in common-sense 
thinking; and each has powerful arguments against the other. Aristot- 
le's account of virtue and happiness takes ordinary thought on the mat. 
ter and develops it just far enough so that we can sce the opposing 
tendencies, can see what the Stoics and Peripatetics are going 10 have 
to say on the matter. But he does not say these things himself; he does 
us the rather different service of showing us just what the state of the 
subject is. In the process he has reminded us that ancient as well as 
modern moral thinking isa difficult matter, in which we have no reason 
to think that the ancients were less complex than we are. 


Notes 


1. Cf. 110045-9, Note that in this passage diapbulattan has the implication. 
‘of more than just defending—J. Bames revised Oxford translation reads 
"maintaining a thesis at all costs,” T. Inwin’s translation of the NE (Hackett 
1985) reads "defend a philosopher's paradox." 1 shall not discuss further the 
Inactivity objection, which 1 take to be obvious. 

2. Asis rightly stressed by J. Cooper, Reason and Human Good in Aristote 
(Harvard, 1975) pp. 9. In the NE this isthe order of argument: we have a 
final good; this must be eudaimonta; but this leaves open what eudaimonia 
might consist in. Although the FE starts out by focussing on eudaimonia, the 
notion of a final good is fundamental to its argument also: we should have a 
‘unifying aim in We (1214b6-14) and this must be eudaimonia. Sce Cooper p. 
9. 

3. The third condition is partly a linguistic indicator of the other two, and. 
partly marks an insistence that the final good is importantly different in kind 
from the agent's other goods. Aristotle does not make extensive use of this 
condition, and in what follows 1 shall drop separate reference tn it 

4. R. Kraut, “Two Conceptions of Happiness,” pp. 167-197 of Philosophi 
Cal Review 88 (1979). Kraut takes Aristotle to import an "objective" sense of 
‘eudatmonia which we (but not he) cannot accept because we (but not ho) 
see that it requires "philosophical foundations" in a “detailed and plausible 
theory" explaining “why people prefer the kind of life which he says is best for 
them.” "[T]he objectivist will have to say what the best attainable life is for 
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‘each of us, and he must provide some reasonable way of measuring our dis- 
lance from this reachable ideal." Aristotle does not provide this; but that is 
because he does not think that our concept of happiness must be worked out 
in detail by a theory and imposed on us from without. Rather, we clarify and 
modify our notion of happiness from within, by reflecting on what it is for 
us 10 have certain goals, desires, cic. Kraut's unrealistic standards display an 
inappropriately scientific notion of the kind of theory needed to found ethics. 

5. Hence arguments whether "happiness" is the best translation for eudai- 
monia are likely to be unhelpful in advance of studying its use in particular 
theories. Aristotle's arguments do for "happiness," in translation, what they 
do for eudaimonia in Greek—they panly revise the application. Any English 
equivalent is thu likely to sound right in some contexts and strained in others, 
Kraut makes a convincing case for retaining the traditional "happiness"; 
though. Cooper's “flourishing” at least avoids the suggestions of agreeable 
mental state which have dogged “happiness” in English since Mill and Sidg- 
wick. See Kraut pp. 167-170, Cooper pp. 89-90. 

6. There are other conditions on happiness, which we will consider 
below—that it be stable, for example—but the formal conditions of NE 17 are 
basic; something failing these will just not be happiness. 

7. J. Cooper, "Aristotle on the goods of fortune,” pp. 173-196 of Philo- 
sopbical Review 94 (1985). On p. 175 n 5 Cooper lits the occurrences of exter- 
mal goods in the ER and MM (apart from the common book passage 
153b 14-25). Lam grateful to Larry Jost for emphasizing the significance of the 
fact that this passage is in a common book, and for letting me read a draft of 
his paper on "Moral Luck and External Goods in the Eudemian Ethics." 

cis significant, | think, that Aristote does not see that there is an obvious 
problem here; see below, p. 16. In both works Aristotle discusses eutuchía, on 
the grounds that this is thought by some to be necessary for happiness, and 
thea instead of focussing on its role in anyone's happiness turns to the not 
clearly relevant question of the person for whom things happen to turn out 
well, asking if this is due to nature or to fortune. (EE 1246637-1248b7. MM 
1206501207018) 

5. White, in "Sovereign Virtue," Berkeley Ph.D. thesis 1987, examines. 
the roles ol the different kinds of external goods in detail 

9. The materia I present here is inevitably selective and sketchy; 1 take i 
to be familiar enough not to need detailed documentation. 

10. NE 11462912. 

11. Cf. the articles by M. Burnyeat, “Aristotle on Learning to Be Good,” pp. 
69-92 of A. Korty (ed.) Essays on Aristotle's Ethics (Berkeley, Los Angeles, 
London, 1980) and LA. Kosman, ‘Being Property Affected, pp. 103-116, ibid. 

12. NE 109947-21, 1104b3-1105416. Cf. J. Annas, “Aristotle on Pleasure and 
Goodness,” pp. 285-299 uf Rory, ibid. 

13. J. McDowell, “The Role of Eudaimonía in Aristotle's Ethics,” pp. 359~ 
376 of Rony, ibid., esp. pp. 368-371, "[T]he thesis is not that the missed 
chance of pleasure is an admitted loss, compensated for, however, by a coun- 
terbalancing gain, but, rather, that in the circumstances (vi. circumstances in 
which the missed pleasure would involve flouting a requirement of excellence) 
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missing the pleasure is no loss at all... |E]ven though the attractiveness of 
the missed pleasure woukl have been a reason to pursue it if one coukd have 
done so without flouting a requirement of excellence, nevertheless in the cr. 
‘cumstances that reason is silenced. And if one misses something which one 
had no reason to pursue, that is no Joss." Kant himself does not stress the 
metaphor of silencing, though it appears in a model "moral catechism” at the 
end of the Metaphysical Principles of Virtue (under " The Didactics of Ethics"), 
Student: V should not ie... Here is an unconditional constraint by a command. 
Of reason, which I must obey. In the face of this, all my inclinations must be 
silent.” 

14, See T. Irvin, “Aristotle's Conception of Morality.” pp. 115-143 of Pro- 
ceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosopby | (1986), ed. 
JJ. Cleary (University Press of America). Irwin emphasises the role of the fine“ 
(or “the noble") (to kalon) in Aristotle's thought, and the way in which it is 
reasonable to consider this a moral concern in our terms. Aristotle in the ethi- 
cal works proper somewhat takes for granted the connection of the fine or 
noble with the good of others, a connection which Irwin persuasively traces in 
the Rbetortc 

15. "For its own sake" is, however, compatible with its being done "for the 
sake f" eudaimonia, since this is not a further goal separable from virtuous 
Activity: virtuous activity constitutes what eudaimonia is. (But for the claim 
that there is a tension between these two elements of Aristotle’ theory, see R. 
Kraut, "Aristotle on Choosing Virtue for Itself," pp. 223-239 of Archit’ fuer 
Geschichte der Philosophie 1976) 

16. Stability: NE 10010-110121; fortune: NE 10999-110039. 1 do not go. 
further here into the notion of "being up to us,” since itis a Protean notion. 
and demands more lengthy treatment. In some theories happiness being up. 
10 us implies subjectivism: if we feel a certain way, which is up to us to feel, 
then we just are happy. But in all ancient theories, 1 think, there is no such 
implication: happiness is up to us in the sense that if we make the right effort, 
acquire and internalize the right beliefs, we shall be happy, and this no more 
implies subjectivism as to what happiness is than the claim that it is up to us. 
whether or not we acquire the right scientific beliefs about the world (make 
the right effort, and so on) implies subjectivism as to what science is 

17. It figures as the second of Cicero's "Stoic paradoxes,” for example 

18. NE 109931-b2. Cf. 1099627-28 and 1100622-30. T. Irwin gives a con- 
vincing analysis of the two roles of the external goods in "Permanent Happi- 
ness: Aristotle and Solon." pp. 89-124 of Oxford Studies ín Anctent Philosophy. 
m (1985) 

19. White, ibid. p. 83 n. 12 points out that rhupaínousf is usually under- 
translated; itis a strong word implying ruination or destruction. 

20. The word is not eudaimön, “happy,” but eudaimonikos. V is not clear 
‘exactly what resonance this has, but Anaxarchus (as A.A. Long has pointed out) 
was called not, "the happy man” but “the happiness man (endaimonikos)" 
(DAL IX, 6, Sextus, M VIE 48), 

21. Cooper, above, n. 7. It seems also to be the view of A A. Long in "Aristot 
le's Legacy to Stoic Ethics," Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies, Univer- 
sity of London, 15 (1968) pp. 72-85. 
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22. Cooper cites the use in this connection of pro&goumene (of the use of 
virtue) in Arius Didymus! account of Peripatetic ethics in Stobaeus, Ecl. II. Coo- 
per rightly rejects Wachsmuth’s emendation to chorégoumene. 

23. The objection is noted by Irwin, “Permanent Happiness," p. 96 n. 12 

24. See especially Cicero, Fin. 1 19, 34; de Off IIl 35. Lucullus 13; TD. V 
75-76, 82 (FD. V is, however, a special case, since Cicero is there himself 
tiying to force the Peripatetics to a more Stoic view.) Aristote is consistently 
sald to make virtue not sufficient for happiness, but the most important factor. 
in it. That Cicero takes this in what | have called the “Peripatetic” way is clear. 
from the fact that he characterizes Aristotle's final good as composite. In Fin. 
IL 19 "Aristoteles virtutis usum cum vitae perfectae prosperitate coniunxit," 
this ts listed among those who "haec ultima bonorum luncta fecerunt;" as. 
often, he compared Callipho, who made the final good virtue plus pleasure, 
and Diodorus, who made it virtue plus freedom from pain. These comparisons 
make it clear that for Cicero Aristotle’ external goods add a distinct value of 
heir own on top of virtuous activity; they do not just expedite it or extend its 
range 

25. On Theophrastus Cicero's presentation of various ethical arguments are 
again the most illuminating source. Sec Fin. V 77, 85-86: "Nam illud vehe- 
menter repugnat, eundem beatum esse et multis malis oppressum." The con- 
tent of this does not go beyond Anstotle’s remarks in the NZ, which are also. 
fairly pointed; Theophrastus must have been even more insistent in tone. Cic- 
ero regards Theophrastus as more extreme than the NE (Fin. V 12, Off II 56), 
though he is explicit that they hold basically the same position. Cf. Varro 33, 
T.D. V 85 for Theophrastus’ position. Theophrastus, however, cannot have 
been all bat explicit, as appears from Lucullus 134 and notably TD. V 24-25. 
where Cicero says that it is clearly his view that the virtuous person on the 
wheel cannot be happy—"non usquam id quidem dicit omnino, sed quae dicit 
dem valent.” However, iis also in 7-D. V that Cicero regards Theophrastus as 
the only hopeless case among the Peripatetics, while the rest, he thinks, can 
be urged towards a Stokc view It seems that Theophrastus reproduced some 
Of the ambivalences of Aristotle on this issue, but went further towards allowing 
intrinsic value for happiness to the external goods, and that both were gener- 
ally thought opposed to the Stoics o 


Cambridge (1986) chs. 11 and 12. Nussbaum focusses especially on the role in. 
the good life of relations with others, personal and political, which I have not 
been able to consider in this paper. 

27. Lam indebted to Sandra Sparkman for very helpful discussion of her 
“objections to Irwin's interpretation. 

28. Antiochean interpretations have been encouraged by finding different 
senses for eudatmön and makarios; but Aristotle marks no distinction be- 
tween these. See Irwin’s translation of the NE (Hackett, 1985), p. 388 (Glossary, 
sv. "blessed"; Nussbaum pp. 330-354. Arius Didymus (ap. Stobaeus, Eclogae. 
11, 486-11) later denies that it makes any difference which word you use. 

29. The generally negative attitude to Antiochus’ solution to the problems. 
‘of the final end is arguably unfair. Antiochus argued that virtue is sufficient for 
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the vita beata, but that external goods were required for the vita beatissima. 
He is sometimes taken to be denying the completeness of happiness; but he 
‘can retain this if he allows that there are two measures of happiness, one allow- 
ing of increase and diminution and the other not. Even if we do not agree with 
this as an account of happiness (and it is not Aristotle's) it is an intelligent 
attempt at a solution to a real problem. 

30. Lake it that the ancient commonplace of the virtuous person ending on 
the wheel or the rack indicates not just pain, but a whole series of disasters: 
capture by a cruel enemy in war or political revolution (since Greeks did not 
usually practice torture on fellow citizens). Twenticth-century analogues are 
not hard to find; torture is not a legal part of state machinery in many coun- 
tries, but the chances of a politically active life in the service of noble ideals 
ending on the equivalent of the wheel are quite high in many parts of the 
word, 


31. See Fin. 1168, Lucullus 134. Off VI LL, 35. Most stroking is TD. V, where 
Cicero argues passionately for the Stoic view. On being explicitly reminded that 
he argued against it, and for the Peripatetic view, in Fin. IV, he replies that as 
a good Academic he argues what seems to him most convincing at the time. 
An Academic will argue on both sides of a question where there are in fact 
equally compelling considerations on both sides. In the Lucullus passage he 
describes himself as being torn apart on the question. (As a goo Academic he 
is also prepared sometimes to use arguments to the effect that the positions 
are merely verbally different, eg. at Leg. 138, 53-54. This does not solve the 
problem, however—for tba is the position that Stoics and peripatetics have 
mere verbal variants on?) 

32. Lam grateful for clarification to the excellent discussion at the Dayton 
conference, and in particular to Larry Jost and Stephen White. 
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Aristotle on Eudaimonia 
JEL Ackrill 


Like most great philosophical works Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics 
raises more questions than it answers. Two central issues as to which 
it is not even quite clear what Aristotle's view really is are, first, what is 
the criterion of right action and of moral virtue? and, second, what is 
the best life for a man to lead? The first question is raised very explicitly 
by Aristotle himself at the beginning of book VI, where he recalls that 
moral victue cor excellence of character) was defined as a mean deter- 
mined by the rule or standard that the wise man would employ, and 
ow says that this statement though true was not clear: we need also 
to discover what és the right rule and what és the standard that Fixes I. 
Unfortunately he does not subsequently take up this question in any 
direct way. The difficulty about the second question is not that he falls 
to discuss it--it is after all the center of his target—or that he fails to. 
answer it, but that he seems to give two answers. Most of the Ethics 
implies that good action is—or is a major element in—man's best life, 
but eventually in book X purely contemplative activity is said to be 
perfect eudatmonta; and Aristotle does not tell us how to combine or 
relate these two ideas. 

One way of answering the two questions brings them into close con. 
nection. For if Aristotle really holds, in the end, that it is contemplation 
(theoria) that is eudaimonia, a possible or even inevitable answer 10 
the first question is that right actions are right precisely in virtue of 
their making possible or in some way promoting theoria, and that the 
states of character commendable as virtues or excellences are so com- 
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mendable because they are states that favour the one ultimately worth- 
while state and activity, the state of theoretical wisdom (sophia) and 
the activity of ibeoria. Professors Gauthier and Jolif, in their admirable 
commentary,‘ take some such view; and since they recognize that Aris- 
totle sometimes stresses the "immanent character" of moral action 
they find here a major incoherence in this thought. They themselves 
seek to explain why he falls into this incoherence (recognizing the 
moral value of virtuous actions and yet treating them as "means to 
arrive at happiness”) by suggesting that in his account of action he 
brings into play ideas that properly apply not to actions but to produc- 
tive activities —he fails to free himself from an inappropriate way of 
speaking and from the associated way of thinking. 

Professor Hintikka too has argued recently? that Aristotle remained 
enslaved to a certain traditional Greek way of thought (“conceptual 
teleology”) and that this is why his analysis of human action uses the 
ends-and-means schema though this "does not sit very happily with 
some of the kinds of human action which he considered most impor- 
tant." According to Hintikka, since Aristotle could not "accommodate. 
within his conceptual system” an activity that did not have an end 
(Helos), he had to provide a telos even for activities he wanted precisely 
to distinguish from productive activities, and so he fell into the absur- 
dity of speaking of an activity of the former kind as its own end. 

Mr. Hardie,’ also believing that Aristotle fails in book 1 of the Aíco- 
 macbean Ethics to think clearly about means and ends, claims that this. 
fact helps to explain why he confuses the idea of an "inclusive" end 
and the idea of a "dominant" end. Hardie attributes to Aristotle as an 
"occasional insight" the thought that the best life will involve a variety 
of aims and interests, but finds that the other doctrine—that eudaí- 
‘monia must be identified with one supremely desired acuivity—is Aris- 
totle’s standard view, and not merely something to which he moves in 
book X. Dr. Kenny" agrees in interpreting book 1 as treating the pursuit 
‘of eudatmonia as the pursuit of a single dominant aim. “Aristotle con- 
siders happiness only in the dominant sense.” 


In this essay 1 should like to question some of the views about the 
Nicomachean Ethics that 1 have been outlining. In particular I shall. 
contend that in book I (and generally until book X) Aristotle is ex- 
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pounding an "inclusive" doctrine of endaimonia, and that there is no 
need to suppose that he was led into confusion on this matter by some 
inadequacy in his understanding of means and ends. 


Ik may be useful before turning to the text, to make two preliminary 
points. First, the terms "inclusive" and “dominant,” which have been 
prominent in recent discussion, need 10 be used with some care. The 
term "inclusive" suggests the contrast between a single aim or "good" 
and a plurality, while the term "dominant" suggests the contrast be- 
tween a group whose members are roughly equal and a group one of 
whose members is much superior to the rest. When used as a contrast- 
ing pair of terms how are they to be understood? By "an inclusive end 
might be meant any end combining or including two or more values or 
activities or goods; or there might be meant an end in which different 
components have roughly equal value (or at least are such that no one 
component is incommensurably more valuable than another). By "a 
dominant end" might be meant a monolithic end, an end consisting of 
just one valued activity or good. or there might be meant that element 
in an end combining two or more independently valued goods that has. 
a dominant or preponderating or paramount importance, The former 
(strong) sense of “dominant end” is being used when Hardie claims 
that in book I (apart from his occasional insight) Aristotle "makes the 
supreme end not inclusive but dominant, the object of one prime de- 
site, philosophy”; the latter (weak) sense when he says that "some 
inclusive ends will include a dominant end.” It is clearly in the strong 
sense of "dominant" (and the contrasting weak sense of "inclusive") 
that Hardie and Kenny claim that book 1 expounds eudatmonia as a 
dominant and not an inclusive end. 

The second point concerns the nature of Aristotle's inquiries about 
eudatmonta in book 1. It is not always easy to decide what kind of 
question he is answering—for example, a linguistic, a conceptual, or 
an evaluative question. At one end of the scale there is the observation 
that all agree in using the word eudaimonia to stand for that which is 
"the highest of all practicable goods,” and that all take the expressions 
“living well” and “doing well” to be equivalent to it. At the other end 
there is the substantial question “what /s eudaimonia?”, a question 
that invites alternative candidates and to which Aristotle offers, with his 
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own arguments, his own answer (or two answers). In between there 
are remarks about eudaimonia, and about what we all think about it, 
which could be construed as helping 10 elucidate the very concept 
of eudaimonia oc as moves towards answering the question "what is 
eudaimonia? what form of life satisfies the concept?” It will not be 
necessary to attempt exact demarcations. But itis important to bear in 
mind that two things might be meant by the assertion that Aristotle 
makes eudaimonia a dominant end: first, that, according to him, con- 
sideration of the logical force of the term eudaimonia, and of its place 
in a network of concepts ("good," “end,” etc), shows that eudai- 
monia is necessarily a dominant end; or (secondly) that, according to 
him, although it is not part of the very concept of eudafmonta that it 
should be a single activity, yet it is in fact so—the life that fils the 
bill proves on inquiry to be "monolithic" although this is not directly 
deducible from the terms of the bill itself. In claiming that Aristotle 
‘expounds in book I an "inclusive" and not a monolithic doctrine of 
eudaimonia Y was referring both to his account of the concept it 
self—or what one might call in a broad sense the meaning of the 
wort—and to his view about the life that satisfies the concept and 
deserves the name. 


v 


At the very start of the Nicomacbean Eibics (I. \) we find Aristotle 
expounding and using the notion of an end, and connecting it with 
terms like "good" and "for the sake of.” He distinguishes between 
activities that have ends apart from themselves (e.g, products like bri- 
dies or outcomes like victory), and others that are their own ends. After 
remarking that where an activity has a separate end that end is beter 
than the activity, he says that one activity or skill, A, may be subordinate 
to another, B, and he gives some examples, cases in fact where what A 
produces is used or exploited by 8. He then makes a statement that is 
often neglected and never (I think) given its full weight: “it makes no 
difference whether the activities themselves are the ends of the actions 
or something else apart from these, as in the case of the above-men- 
tioned crafts" (1094a16-18). He is clearly saying here that his point 
about the subordination of one activity to another has application not 
only where (as in his examples) the subordinate activity produces a 
product or outcome which the superior activity uses, but also where 
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the subordinate activity has no such end apart from itself but is its 
‘own end. Commentators have not been sufficiently puzzled as to what 
Aristotle has in mind. It is after all not obvious what is meant by saying 
that one action or activity is for the sake of another, in cases where the 
first does not terminate in a product or outcome which the second can 
then use or exploit. It is no doubt true, as Stewart remarks, that a 
builder may walk to his work. But it is not clear that walking to get to 
the building site is properly to be regarded as an activity that is its own 
end. Walking to get somewhere is more like fighting for victory: its 
success or failure depends on the outcome, and that is its point 

It would be natural to expect that corresponding to the initial distinc- 
tion between activities there would be a fundamental distinction be- 
tween the ways in which activities of the two different types could be 
subordinate to another activity. The idea of the use or exploitation of 
a product or outcome being inappropriate where the subordinate activ- 
ity is not directed to a product or outcome, what immediately suggests. 
itself instead is a relation like that of part to whole, the relation an 
activity or end may have to an activity or end that includes or embraces. 
it. Many different types of case could be distinguished. But, to seek no 
more precision than immediate needs require, one may think of the 
relation of putting to playing golf or of playing golf to having a good 
holiday. One does not putt in order to play golf as one buys a club in 
order to play golf; and this distinction matches that between activities. 
that do not and those that do produce a product. It will be "because" 
you wanted to play golf that you are putting, and "for the sake" of a 
good holiday that you are playing golf; but this is because putting and 
golfing are constituents of or ingredients in golfing and having a good 
holiday respectively, not because they are necessary preliminaries. Put- 
ting is playing golf (though not all that playing golf is), and golfing (in 
a somewhat different way) és having a good holiday (though not all that 
having a good holiday is). 

Now the idea that some things are done for their own sake and may 
yet be done for the sake of something else is precisely the idea Aristotle 
will need and use in talking of good actions and eudaimonia. For eu- 
daimonia—what all men want--is not, he insists, the result or out- 
come of a lifetime's effort; it is not something to look forward to (like 
a contented retirement), it is a life, enjoyable and worth while all 
through. Various bits of it must themselves be enjoyable and worth 
‘while, not just means for bringing about subsequent bits. That the pri- 
mary ingredients of exdaimonia are for the sake of eudaimonia is not 
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incompatible with their being ends in themselves; or eudaimonia is 
constituted by activities that are ends in themselves. More of this in a 
moment. The main point I want to make about Nicomachean Ethics 1. 
is that it is unreasonable to suggest that Aristotle is slipping into an 
inherited usage when in fact he is very obviously introducing and ex- 
pounding distinctions vital for what follows. Hintikka, in the paper 
from which 1 have quoted, seems to assume that the word telos 
C'end") must mean an end produced by (instrumental) means, and 
that "for the sake of” necessarily brings in the idea of an end separate 
from the action. But the word felas is by no means so narrowly con- 
fined, and it is absurd to rely on the implications (or supposed implica- 
tions) of a translation rather than on the substance of what the 
philosopher is evidently saying. Why should Hintikka, in any case, iden- 
lily having a “welkdefined end or aim" with doing something as a 
means to producing an outcome? If play chess because I want to enjoy 
myself, is not that a well-defined aim? And can we ourselves not speak 
of "doing something for its own sake"? Of course an action cannot be 
"a means to performing itself"—but. Aristodle's words are not, like 
these, nonsensical; and his meaning seems clear enough. 

Unlike Hintikka, Gauthier and Jolif have no trouble over action being 
its own end. They recognize the importance of “Yaffirmation par Aris: 
tote, dés les premieres lignes de l'Étbique, du caractére immanent de 
l'action morale,” though they add regretfully that its force is "limitée. 
par les lignes 1094a16-18 et par la contradiction qu'elles incluent." In 
their note on this last sentence they say: "on ne voit pas... comment 
les actions morales, dont c'est la nature d'étre à elles-mémes leur pro- 
pre fin, pourront ultérieurement étre ordonnées à autre chose pour 
former une série hiérrarchisée.” They call this one of Aristotle's "inco- 
hérences fonciéres." "Au lieu d'étre sa fin à elle méme, l'action morale 
devient un moyen de faire autre chose qu'elle-méme, le bonheur." I 
have tried to suggest that this offending sentence may in fact invite us 
to think of a kind of subordination which makes it perfectly possible to 
say that moral action is for the sake of eudaimonia without implying 
that it is a means of producing (“faire”) something other than itself. 


v 


Aristotle's thought on this matter is more fully developed in the first 
part of chapter 7 (1097a15-21), where he starts from points about 
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“good” and “end” and “for the sake of” which come from chapter I 
and concludes with the statement that eudaimonta is something final 
and selfsufficient, and the end of action. In asking what we aim at in 
action, what its "good" is, Aristotle says that if there is just one end 
(telos) of all action this will be its good; if more, they will be its good. 
Now, he goes on, there evidently are more ends than one, but some 
are chosen for something else, and so they are not all teleia ("final") 
But the best, the highest good, will be something feleia. So if only one 
end is teleion, that will be what we are looking for: if more than one 
are eleia, it will be the one that is most telefon (Teleiotaton). 

No reader or listener could be at all clear at this point as 10 what is 
meant by "most teleíon." The word telefon has been introduced to 
separate off ends desired in themselves from ends desired as means to 
other ends. What is meant by the suggestion that there may be degrees. 
of finality among ends all of which are desired for themselves? Aristotle 
goes on at once to explain how, among ends all of which are final, one 
end can be more final than another: A is more final than B if though B 
is sought for its own sake (and hence is indeed a final and not merely 
Intermediate goal) itis also sought for the sake of A And that end is 
more final than any other, final without qualification (Teleion baplós) 
which is always sought for its own sake and never for the sake of any- 
thing else. Such, he continues, is eudafmonía: there may be plenty of 
things (such as pleasure and virtue) that we value for themselves, but 
yet we say too that we value them for the sake of eudatmonia, whereas 
nobody ever aims at eudaimonia for the sake of one of them (or, in 
general, for anything other than itself) 

Surely Aristotle is here making a clear conceptual point, not a rash 
and probably false empirical claim. To put it at its crudest: one can 
answer such a question as "Why do you seek pleasure?” by saying that 
you see it and seek it as an element in the most desirable sort of life; 
but one cannot answer or be expected to answer the question “Why 
do you seek the most desirable sort of life?” The answer to the ques- 
tion about pleasure does not imply that pleasure is not intrinsically 
‘worth while but only a means to an end. ft implies rather that pleasure 
is intrinsically worth while, being an element in eudaimonia. Eudat- 
‘™monia is the most desirable sort of life, the life that contains all intrinst- 
cally worthwhile activities. 

‘This idea, that takes up the thought suggested in the last sentence 
of chapter I, is expressed again in the following lines, where the term 
“self-sufficient” is introduced. That is self-sufficient (autarkes) in the 
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relevant sense which, taken along (monoumenon), makes life desir- 
able and lacking in nothing (medenos endea). Eudaimonia does just 
that. For, Aristotle says, we regard it as the most worth while of all 
things, not being counted as one good thing among others (panton 
bairetotatén me sunaritbmoumenen)-—or then (if it were simply the 
most worth while of a number of candidates) the addition of any of 
the other things would make it better, more worth while—and it would 
not have been lacking in nothing. He is saying, then, that eudaimonia, 
being absolutely final and genuinely self-sufficient, is more desirable 
than anything else in that it includes everything desirable in itself. It is 
best, and betier than everything else, not in the way that bacon is better 
than eggs and tomatoes (and therefore the best of the tbree to choose), 
but in the way that bacon, eggs, and tomatoes is a better breakfast than. 
either bacon or eggs or tomatoes—and is indeed the best breakfast 
without qualification. 

It is impossible to exaggerate the importance of this emphatic part 
of chapter 7 in connection with Aristotle's elucidation of the concept 
of eudaimonia, He is not here running over rival popular views about. 
what is desirable, nor is he yet working out his own account of the best. 
life. He is explaining the logical force of the word eudatmonia and its 
ion to terms like "end," and "good." This is all a matter of report 
and analysis, containing nothing capable of provoking moral or practi 
cal dispute. Aristotle’s two points are: (i) you cannot say of eudai- 
‘monia that you seek it for the sake of anything else, you can say of 
anything eise that you seek it for the sake of eudaimonia; (i) you 
cannot say you would prefer eudaimonia plus something extra to eu- 
 daimonía. These points are of course connected. For if you could say 
that you would prefer eudaimonía plus something extra to eudat- 
‘monia, you could say that you sought eudaimonta for the sake of 
something else, namely the greater end conststing of eudaimonia plus 
something extra. The first point is that eudaimonia is inclusive of all 
intrinsic goods; and if that is so by definition it is unintelligible to sug- 
gest that eudaimonia might be improved by addition. This ends and 
clinches one part of Aristode's discussion, and he marks quite clearly 
the transition to the different and more contentious question to be 
dealt with in what follows: “eudaimonia, then, is something final and 
self-sufficient, and is the end of action. However, while the statement 
that eudaimonia is the chief good probably seems indisputable (bo- 
 mologoumenon ti) what is still wanted is a clearer account of what it 
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It is not necessary to claim that Aristotle has made quite clear how 
there may be "components" in the best life or how they may be interre- 
lated. The very idea of constructing a compound end out of two or 
more independent ends may rouse suspicion. Is the compound to be 
thought of as a mere aggregate or as an organized system? If the for- 
mer, the move to eudaimonia seems trivial—nor is it obvious that 
goods can be just added together. If the later, if there is supposed to 
be a unifying plan, what is it? For present purposes it is enough to claim 
that Aristotle understands the concept of eudaimonta in such a way 
the eudaimonia necessarily includes all activities that are valuable, that. 
he applies the notion of A's being for the sake of B to the relation 
between any such activity and eudaimonia, and that itis in this sense 
that he holds that good actions are for the sake of eudaimonia. 

‘Commentators have not, 1 think, given due weight to these interlock- 
ing passages about the finality and self-sufficiency of eudaimonia. Gau- 
thier and Jolif follow Burnet in giving a correct account of the latter 
passage, and they say: "le bonheur ne saurait s'additíoner à quoi que 
ce soit our faire une somme qui vaudrait micux que lui; il est en effet 
luiméme la somme qui inclut tous les biens." Unfortunately they fail 
to connect this with the earlier passage in which Aristotle speaks of 
'ends that are indeed final yet subordinate to one supreme end, eudat- 
 monía. Noc do they refer to this text when considering (and rejecting) 
the suggestion that Aristotle’s general idea of endafmonia is of a whole 
composed of parts. 

Mr. Hardie also recognizes that the self-sufficiency passage suggests 
an inclusive end, yet he offers the previous sections as part of the evi 
dence that Aristotle's main view is different. Aristotle's explicit view, he 
says, “as opposed to his occasional insight, makes the supreme end 
not inclusive but dominant, the object of one prime desire, philosophy. 
This is so even when, as in EN. I. 7, he has in mind that, prima facie, 
there is not only one final end”; and Hardie then quotes: “if there are 
more than one, the most final of these will be what we are seeking.” 1 
do not think that “prima facte" does justice to "if more than one, then 
the most final.” It seems to imply that Aristotle is saying that though 
there may seem at first sight to be several final ends there can really be 
only means to it. But there is, of course, no "seems." The hypothesis 
is that there are several final ends. When Aristotle says that i so we are 
seeking the most final he is surely not laying down that only one of 
them (theoria) is really a final end. What he has in mind with this use 
of "most final” must be discovered by considering the explanation he 
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immediately gives (an explanation which Hardie, very remarkably, does 
not quote). For certainly the idea of degrees of finality calls for elucida- 
tion. The explanation he gives introduces the idea of an objective that 
is indeed a final end, sought for its own sake, but is nevertheless also 
sought for the sake of something else. So the most final end is that 
never sought for the sake of anything else because it includes all final 
‘ends, That there is such an end whenever there are several final ends 
is not then a piece of unargued dogma, it follows naturally from the 
very idea of an "inclusive" end. Such, Aristotle immediately continues, 
is eudaimonia (not, we note, theoria or nous)—and he then passes 
to the self-sufficiency point which, as Hardie himself recognizes, im- 
plies the inclusive approach. 

Dr. Kenny, on the other hand, in his paper "Happiness," actually 
reverses the sense of the passage about self-sufficiency. He attributes 
to Aristotle the remark that "other goods added to happiness will add 
up to something more choiceworthy;” and he says that this "makes it 
clear that Aristotle did not consider happiness an inclusive state made 
up of independent goods." This interpretation will not, 1 am con- 
vinced, survive a careful consideration of the immediate context (espe- 
cially Aristode's description of the "self-sufficient" as "lacking nothing" 
and his statement that eudaimonia is best "not being counted as one 
good thing among others"). Nor are other passages in which the quite 
special character of the concept eudaimonia is dwelt upon compatible 
‘with this interpretation of eudaimonia as happiness. It is indeed only 
if one is willing, with Kenny, to treat "happiness" as a fair translation 
of the word eudaimonía that one can feel the slightest temptation to. 
take the self-sufficiency passage as he goes. This willingness to the fatal 
flaw in his paper considered as a contribution to the understanding of 
Aristotle. The pint is important enough to deserve a brief digression. 

It may be true, as Kenny says, that happiness is not everything, that 
not everyone seeks it, and that it can be renounced in favour of other 
souls. What Aristotle says, however, is that eudaimonia is the one final 
good that all men seek; and he would not find intelligible the sugges- 
tion that a man might renounce it in favour of some other goal, Nor is 
Aristotle here expressing a personal view about what is worth while or 
about human nature. It is in elucidation of the very concept that he 
asserts and emphasizes the unique and supreme value of eudaimonia 
(especially in L4, L7, L 12). The word eudaimonia has a force not at 
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why there can be plenty of disagreement as to what form of life is 
eudaimonia, but no disagreement that eudaimonia is what we all 
want. 

Kenny points out that someone might renounce happiness because 
the only possible way to achieve his own happiness would involve 
doing wrong. He writes: “In such a case, we might say, the agent must 
have the long-term goal of acting virtuously: but this would be a goal 
in a different way from happiness, a goal identified with a certain kind 
of action, and not a gold to be secured by action." How would the 
situation envisaged be described by Aristotle? If 1 find it necessary to 
undergo privation or suffering in order to do my duty 1 shall have to 
recognize that my life will fall short of eudatmonia. But what 1 re- 
nounce is comfort in favour of right action, not eudaimonda in favour 
‘of right action. Nor could Aristotle possibly contrast eudatmonia with 
acting virtuously on the ground that eudaimonia is “a goal to be se- 
cured by action” while acting virtuously is "a goal identified with a 
certain kind of action.” Comfort and prosperity may be goals to be 
secured by action, but eudaimonia is precisely not such a goal. It is 
doing well (eupraxia), not the result of doing well; a life, not the re- 
ward of life. Nearly everything Kenny says about happiness goes to 
show that the word "happiness" is not a proper translation of the word 
eudaimonia. 


v 


On what other grounds, then, may it be contended that Aristotle's idea 
of eudaimonía in book 1 is the idea of a “dominant” end, a “single 
object of desire"? Hardie takes the notorious first sentence of chapter 
2.as expressing this idea—not indeed as asserting. it, but as introducing, 
it hypothetically. The sentence and following section run as follows in 
Ross's translation: 


If, then, there is some end of the things we do, which we desire for its 
own sake (everything else being desired for the sake of this), and if we 
do not choose everything for the sake of something else (for at that rate 
the process would go on to infinity, so that our desire would be empty 
and vain), clearly this must be the good and the chief good. Will not the 
knowledge of it, then, have a great influence om le? Shall we not, ike 
archers who have a mark to aim at, be more likely to hit upon what is 
fight? 
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Itis commonly supposed that Aristotle is guilty of a fallacy in the first 
sentence, the fallacy of arguing that since every purposive activity aims 
at some end desired for itself there must be some end desired for itself 
at which every purposively activity aims. Hardie acquits Aristotle, He 
writes 


Aristotle does not here prove, nor need we understand him as claiming 
to prove, that there is only one end which is desired for self. He points 
out correctly that, f here are objects which are desired but not desired 
for themselves, there must be some object which is desired for itself. The 
passage further suggests that, f there were one such object and one only, 
this fact would be important and helpful for the conduct of ie. 


It is, however, not so easy to acquit Aristotle. For what would be the 
point of the second part of the protasis—the clause "if we do not 
choose everything for the sake of something else" together with the 
proof that we do not—unless it were intended to establish as true the 
first part of the protasis—"there is some end of the things we do, 
which we desire for its own sake (everything else being desired for the 
sake of this)"? If the second part were simply a correct remark 
irrelevant to, or a mere consequence of, the first part—it would be 
absurdly placed and serve no purpose. 

"The outline structure of the sentence is "if p and not q, then r^ 
Nobody will suggest that the notg is here a condition additional to f» 
"The one natural way to read the sentence as a coherent whole is to. 
suppose that q is mentioned as the only alternative to p. In that case à 
proof of not would be a proof of p. So when Aristotle gives his admi- 
rable proof of not he is purporting to prove p; and the sentence as a 
whole therefore amounts to the assertion that r 

"This interpretation is confirmed by the fact that in what follows Aris- 
totle does assume that ris true. Hardie attributes to him the suggestion. 
that if there were only one object desired for itself, this fact would be 
important. But what Aristotle says is that knowledge of it “bas (echei) 
a great influence”; and he says we must try "to determine what it s (tt 
por esti), and of which of the sciences or capacities it & the object"; 
and he proceeds to try to do so. 

"There is, then, a fallacious argument embedded in the first sentence 
of chapter 2. But further consideration of the context and Aristode's 
general approach may help to explain and excuse. What, ater all, is the. 
conclusion to which Aristotle’s argument is directed? That there is 
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some end desired for itself, everything else being desired for it. This 
need not be taken to mean that there is a "single object of desire,” in 
the sense of a monolithic as opposed to "inclusive" end. Indeed the 
immediately following references to the political art as architectonic 
and as having an end that embraces the ends of other arts are them- 
selves (as Hardie allows) indicative of an inclusive conception. If, how- 
ever, the idea is admitted of an end that includes every independently 
desired end, the possibility presents itself of constructing one (inclu- 
sive) end from any plurality of separate ends and of speaking of the 
‘one compound or inclusive end as the highest good for the sake of 
which we seek each of the ingredient ends. 

Enough has been said about other passages to suggest that this no- 
tion is indeed central to Aristotle's account of eudaimonia in book I. 
‘The sentence at the beginning of chapter 2 precedes a passage that 
points to the inclusive conception. It immediately follows (and is con- 
nected by an inferential particle with) the remark 1 discussed earlier to 
the effect that activities that have no separate product can nevertheless 
be subordinate to and for the sake of higher activities—a remark which 
self invites interpretation in terms of "inclusive" or "embracing" 
ends. This being the context and the drift of Aristotle's thought it is 
perhaps not so surprising that he should commit the fallacy we have 
found it impossible to acquit him of. For the fallacy would disappear if 
an extra premiss were introduced—namely, that where there are two 
or more separate ends each desired for itself we can say that there is 
just one (compound) end such that each of those separate ends is 
desired not only for itself but also for it. 


vu 


Up to the middle of 1. 7, then, Aristotle has explained that the concept 
of eudaimonia is that of the complete and perfectly satisfying life. He 
has also mentioned various popular ideas as to what sort of life would. 
fulfil that requirement, and he has accepted without discussion some 
fairly obvious views about certain goods that presumably deserve a 
place in the best life. Next, in the second part of chapter 7, he develops 
the ergon argument, thus beginning to work out his own account. 
Something must now be said about the way in which this argument 
terminates. 

Consideration of man’s ergon (specific function or characteristic 
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work) leads Aristotle to the thesis that eudaímonía, man's highest 
good, is an active life of "the element that has rational principle." This 
would of course cover practical as well as theoretical rational activity. 
However, Aristote's final conclusion adds what is usually taken to be a 
restriction to theoretical or contemplative thought, tbeoria, and to ex- 
press therefore a narrow as opposed to an inclusive view of eudaí- 
monia. For he says: "the good for man turns out 10 be the activity of 
soul in accordance with virtue, and if there are more than one virtue, 
in accordance with the best and most complete" (or "most final" telej- 
‘otaton); and itis supposed that this last must refer to sopbia, the virtue 
of ibeoría. However, there is absolutely nothing in what precedes that 
would justify any such restriction, Aristotle has clearly stated that the 
principle of the ergon argument is that one must ask what powers and 
activities are peculiar to and distinctive of man, He has answered by 
referring to man's power of thought; and that this is what distinguishes 
man from lower animals is standard doctrine. But no argument has 
been adduced to suggest that one type of thought is any more distinc- 
tive of man than another. In fact practical reason, so far from being in 
any way less distinctive of man than theoretical, is really more so; for 
‘man shares with Aristotle’s god the activity of 2beoría. 

Aristotle does have his arguments, of course, for regarding theoria 
as a higher form of activity than practical thought and action guided by 
reason. He will even come to say that though it is not qua man (but 
qua possessing something divine) that a man can engage in tbeoría, 
yet a man (like any other system) is most properly to be identified with 
what is best and noblest in him. But itis clear that these arguments and 
deas are not stated in the ergon argument and involve quite different 
considerations. The only proper conclusion of the ergon argument 
would be: "if there are more than one virtue, then in accordance with 
all of them.” This is precisely how the conclusion is drawn in the Eude- 
miam Eibics (1219a35-9): "Since we saw that eudaimonia is some- 
thing complete |teleion, | and life is either complete or incomplete, and 
so also virtue—one being whole virtue, another a part—and the activity 
of what is incomplete is itself incomplete, eudaimonia must be the 
activity of a complete life in accordance with complete virtue (kat'are- 
ten teleian).” The reference to whole and part makes clear that by 
“complete virtue” here is meant all virtues. 

If, then, the Nicomachean Ethics addition —"if there are more than 
‘one virtue, in accordance with the best and most complete" —is a refer 
ence by Aristotle to a “monolithic” doctrine, the doctrine that eudat- 
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monía is really to be found in just one activity, theoria, it is entirely 
unsupported by the previous argument, part of whose conclusion it 
purports to be. Moreover. it is not called for--and has not been pre- 
pared for—by the conceptual clarification of the notion of eudafmonia. 
earlier in the book and chapter; for it has not there been said that 
the end for man must be "monolithic" (or even contain a dominant 
component). Thus such a restriction will be an illfitting and at first 
Unintelligible intrusion of a view only to be explained and expounded 
much later. Now this is certainly a possibility, but not, in the circum- 
stances, a very strong one. For we are not dealing with a work that in 
general shows obvious signs that marginal notes and later additions or 
revisions have got incorporated but not properly integrated into the 
text. Nor is the case like that of the De Anima, in which there are 
several anticipatory references to “separable reason" before that diffi 
cult doctrine is explicitly stated. For there the remarks do not appear 
as part of conclusions of arguments; they are the lecturer's reminders 
of a possibility later to be explored, they keep the door open for a new 
character's later arrival. Here, however, in the Nicomachean Ethics, 
something is being affirmed categorically, and at a critical stage of the 
work, and as a crucial part of the conclusion of a carefully constructed 
argument. 

Is there not any alternative to construing “the best and most com- 
plete virtue" as an allusion to sophia? After all it must be allowed that 
the meaning of the expression "most complete virtue" or "most final 
virtue” is not perfectly obvious. An alternative may suggest itself if we 
recall that earlier passage in the same chapter, concerning ends and 
final ends. For there too there was a sudden baffling use of the term 
“most final”—and there it was explained. "Most final” meant "final 
without qualification” and referred to the comprehensive end that in- 
‘cludes all partial ends. One who has just been told how to understand 
"if there are more than one end, we seek the most final" will surely 
interpret in a similar or parallel way the words "if there are more than 
‘one virtue, then the best and most final.” So he will interpret it as 
referring to total virtue, the combination of all vires. And he will find 
that this interpretation gives a sense to the conclusion of the ergon 
argument that is exactly what the argument itself requires. 

This suggestion is confirmed by two later passages in book I, where 
Aristotle uses the term “teleia arete” and clearly is not referring 10 
sopbia (or any one particular virtue) but rather to comprehensive or 
complete virtue. The first of these passages (1.9. 10) is explicitly taking 
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up the conclusion of the ergon argument— there is required, as we 
said, both complete virtue (aretes teleias) and a complete life.” The 
second (I. 13. i) equally obviously relies upon it: "since eudaimonia is 
an activity of soul in accordance with complete virtue (areten teleían), 
we must investigate virtue.” And the whole further development of the 
work, with its detailed discussion of moral virutes and its stress upon 
the intrinsic value of good action, follows naturally if (but only if) the 
conclusion of the ergon argument is understood to refer to complete 
and not to some one particular virtue. 


vin 


It is evidently not possible here to survey all the evidence and argu- 
ments for and against the thesis that Aristotle's account of eudaimonia 
in book I is decidedly "inclusive"; but one question should be touched 
on briefly. IF such is indeed Aristotle's account it may well be asked 
why he does not state it more plainly and unambiguously, using the 
terminology of parts and whole as in the Eudemian Ethics. One possi- 
bility worth considering is that he realizes in the Nicomachean Ethics 
that the notion of parts is really much too crude. To say that eudat- 
‘monta is a whole made up of parts does indeed make it quite clear 
that you are expounding an "inclusive" and not a "dominant" or 
“monolithic” end. But it leaves quite unclear what kind of partition can 
be meant and how such “parts” are put together. Plato already brings 
out in the Protagoras the difficulty of understanding the suggestion 
that there are different virtues which are “parts” of complete virtue. 
Aristotle is particularly conscious of the variety of ways in which differ- 
ent factors contribute to a good life, and also of the fact that the distin- 
guishable is not necessarily separable. So it may be that the reason why 
he does not speak of parts of a whole in Nícomacbean Ethics 1 is not 
that he now sees eudaimonia as other than inclusive, but that he now 
has a greater awareness of how difficult it is to say exactly how the 
notion of inclusion’ is to be understood. It may have seemed less mis- 
leading to speak (rather vaguely) of "contributing to a final end" than 
to use an expression like “parts of a whole” which sounds entirely 
straightforward but is not really so. 


x 


1 have argued with respect to Nicomachean Eibics 1 that when Aristotle 
says that A is for the sake of A. he need not mean that A is a means to 


Aristotle on Eudaimonia 75 


subsequent B but may mean that A contributes as a constituent to B; 
that this is what he does mean when he says that good actions are for 
the sake of eudaimonia; and that he does not argue or imply that 
eudaimonia consists in a single type of activity, rheoría. This is a de- 
fence of Aristotle against the charge that in book I a confusion about 
means and ends leads him to hold that action has value only as a means 
to theoría. But the original questions are now, of course, reopened: 
what, according to Aristotle, does make virtuous actions virtuous? and 
how are action and theoria related in his final account of the best life 
for man? I shall conclude with some exceedingly brief remarks on these 
questions. 

It might be suggested that Aristotle's answer to the first question is 
that actions are virtuous in so far as they promote theoria, even if that 
answer is not argued for or implied in the first book. But although 
book X, using new arguments, certainly ranks theoria above the life of 
action as a higher eudaimonia it does not assert roundly—let alone 
seek to show in any detail—that what makes any good and admirable 
action good and admirable is its tendency to promote Iheorta Nor 
can this thesis be properly read into Aristotle's statement in book VI 
(1145a6-9) that practical wisdom does not use or issue orders to so- 
phía but sees that it comes into being and issues orders for its sake. 
He is here concerned to deal with a problem someone might raise 
(1143b33-5): is it not paradoxical if practical wisdom, though inferior 
to sopbía, "is to be put in authority over it, as seems to be implied by 
the fact that the art which produces anything rules and issues com- 
mands about that thing”? Aristotle's reply does not amount to the un- 
necessarily strong claim that every decision of practical wisdom, every 
correct judgement what to do, is determined by the single objective of 
promoting theoria. It is sufficient, to meet the difficulty proposed, for 
him to insist that since theoría is an activity valuable in itself the man 
of practical wisdom will seek to promote it and its virtue sophia, and 
that that is the relation between practical wisdom and sopbía. To say 
this, that practical wisdom does not control sophia but makes it posst 
ble, is not to say that making it possible is the only thing that practical 
wisdom has to do. 

It has sometimes been thought that the last chapter of the Eude- 
min Ethics offers an explicit answer to our question. Aristotle says 
here that whatever choice or acquisition of natural goods most pro- 
duces “the contemplation of god” is best; and any that prevents “the 
service and contemplation of god” is bad. However, Aristotle is not 
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addressing himself at this point to the question what makes good and 
virtuous actions good and virtuous. Such actions he has described ear- 
lier in the chapter as praiseworthy and as done for their own sake by 
truly good men. It is when he passes from good actions to things like 
‘money, honour, and friends—things which are indeed naturally good. 
but which are nevertheless capable of being misused and harmful, and 
which are not objects of praise—that he raises the question of a crite- 
rion or test (Poros). The test is only 10 determine when and within. 
what limits natural goods should be chosen or acquired, and it is 10 
provide this test that the promotion of contemplation is mentioned. 
So while here, as in Nicomacbean Eibics X, the value of contemplation 
is emphasized, itis clearly not put forward as the foundation of morality 
or as providing the ultimate criterion for the rightness of right actions, 

Aristotle does not then commit himself to the thesis that actions are 
valuable only in so far as they promote tbeoría. But no alternative an- 
swer to our first question seems to present itself. He holds no doubt 
that good actions spring from and appeal to good states of character, 
and that good states of character are good because they are the healthy 
ard balanced condition of a man. But it will be obvious sooner or later 
that this is à circle or a blind alley. Again, it is no doubt true and impor- 
tant that the good man does what he does "because it is noble" and 
that the right thing to do is what the good man would do. But such 
remarks do not begin to reveal any principle or test whereby the man 
of practical wisdom can decide what é the noble or the right thing to 
do. Perhaps indeed he can "see," without having to work out, what to. 
do; and that will make him an admirable adviser if we want to know 
what to do. But if we are inquiring about the "why?" rather than che 
"what?" references to the good man’s settled character and reliable 
Judgement are not helpful 

‘The other question—what is the best life for a man to lead—also 
remains without a satisfactory answer. A life of tbeoria would certainly 
be the best of alllives—and such indeed is the life Aristotle attributes 10 
his god. But, as he himself allows, theoria by itself does not constitute a 
possible life for a man. A man is a sort of compound (syntbeton), an 
animal who lives and moves in time but has the ability occasionally to. 
‘engage in an activity that somehow escapes time and touches the eter- 
nal, So you do not give a man a complete rule or recipe for life by 
telling him to engage in tbeoría. Any human life must include action, 
and in the best life practical wisdom and moral virtue will therefore be 
displayed as well as sopbía. But then the question is unavoidable: if 
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theoria and virtuous action are both valuable forms of activity— 
independently though not equally valuable—how should they be com- 
bined in the best possible human life? What really is, in full, the recipe? 

Aristotle's failure to tackle this question may be due in part to the 
fact that he often considers a philosopher's life and a statesman's life 
as alternatives, following here a traditional pattern of thought, the 
“comparison of lives.” They are indeed alternatives, if (as is presumably 
the case) concentration on tbeoría is incompatible with concentration 
‘on great public issues. But the philosopher's life here in question as 
‘one alternative is not a life simply of theoria, any more than the states. 
man's is a life of continuous public action. To contrast the philosopher 
with the statesman is to leave out of account the innumerable activities 
common to both. But it is precisely the relation, in the best life, be- 
tween theoría and such activities—the ordinary actions of daily life— 
that requires elucidation. In so far then as he is concerned to pick out 
the philosophers life and the statesman’ life as the two worthiest ide- 
als and to rank the former higher than the latter, Aristotle is not obliged 
to ask how in the philosopher's life the distinctive activity of theoria is 
to be combined with humbler practical activities—any more than to 
ask how in the statesman’s life domestic claims are to weigh against 
public ones. 

However, there must surely be some deeper explanation why Aris- 
totle so signally fails to attempt an answer ro the question how theoria 
and virtuous action would combine in the best human life, The ques- 
tion is theoretically crucial for his project in the Frhícs, and must also 
have been of practical importance for him. The truth is, | suggest, that 
the question is incapable of even an outline answer that Aristotle could 
accept. For he does not wish to claim that actions have value only in 
so far as they (directly or indirectly) promote theoria, and it would 
have been desperately difficult for him 10 maintain such a claim while 
adhering reasonably closely to ordinary moral views. But if actions can 
be virtuous and valuable not only in so far as they are promoting 
theoria, the need for Aristotle to give a rule for combining deoria with 
Virtuous action in the best life is matched by the impossibility of his 
doing so, given that theoria is the incommensurably more valuable 
activity. 

Tt may seem that one could say: maximize theoria, and for the rest 
act well; and Aristotle's own famous injunction "to make ourselves im- 
mortal as far as we can” (eph'boson endechetat athanatizein) might 
be understood in this way. Such a rule, giving absolute priority to 
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teoría, would certainly avoid conflicting claims: it will only be if and 
when theoria cannot be engaged in and nothing can be done to pro- 
mote theoria in any way that the other value will enter into consider- 
ation. However, the consequence of such a rule would be no less 
paradoxical than the consequences of the outright denial of any inde- 
pendent value to action. For the implication of the denial is that one 
should do anything however seemingly monstrous if doing it has the 
slightest tendency to promote tbeoria—and such an act would on this 
view actually be good and virtuous. The implication of the absolute 
priority rule is also that one should do anything however monstrous if 
doing it has the slightest tendency to promote theoria—though such. 
an act would on this view actually stil be monstrous. 

The only way to avoid such paradoxical and inhuman consequences 
would be to allow a certain amount of compromise and trading be- 
tween tbeoría and virtuous action, treating the one as more important 
but not incomparably more important than the other. But how can 
there be a trading relation between the divine and the merely human? 
Aristotle's theology and anthropology make it inevitable that his an- 
swer to the question about eudaímonía should be broken-backed. Just 
as he cannot in the De Anima fit his account of separable reason— 
which is not the form of a body—into his general theory that the soul 
is the form of the body, so he cannot make intelligible in the Etbics the 
nature of man as a compound of “something divine” and much that is 
not divine, How can there be coalition between such parties? But if the 
nature of man is thus unintelligible the best life for man must remain 
incapable of clear specification even in principle. Nor can it now seem 
surprising that Aristotle fails also to answer the other question, the 
question about morality. For the kind of answer we should expect of 
him would be one based on a thesis about the nature of man, and no 
satisfactory account of that kind can be given while the nature of man 
remains obscure and mysterious. 

Aristotle is, of course, in good company—in the company of all phi- 
losophers who hold that one element in man is supremely valuable, 
but are unwilling to embrace the paradoxical and extremist conclusions 
about life that that view implies. And a parallel difficulty is felt in many 
religions by the enthusiastic. How can the true believer justify taking, 
any thought for the future or devoting any attention to the problems 
and pleasures of this mortal life? Sub specie aeternitatis are not such 
daily concerns of infinitely little importance? In fact compromises are 
made, and theologians explain that nobody need fee! guilty at making, 
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them. But the suspicion remains that a man who really believed in the 
supreme importance of some absolute could not continue to live in 
much the same way as others 
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Aristotle on the Human Good: 
An Overview 


Richard Kraut 


1. Is Happiness All-Inclusive? 


How broad is Aristotle's conception of happiness In the Nicomachean 
Ethics? Does he take eudaimonía! to consist in one good alone, or 
does he instead equate it with a composite of all intrinsic goods? Or 
does he perhaps waver between a broad and narrow view? In this 
paper, Largue that he consistently adheres to the thesis that happiness 
consists in just one type of good—virtuous activity—though 1 also 
hope to show that calling this account of the human good "narrow" is. 
misleading. Aristotle thinks that a welHived human life will be en- 
owed with a rich variety of goods, but that nonetheless it will have a 
single focus. But before we enter the details of this debate, let us review 
some familiar and incontestable points. 

When Aristotle asks what the human good is, he is seeking some- 
thing that we desire (and rightly desire) for its own sake and not for 
the sake of anything else. Furthermore, such a good is that for the sake 
of which all other goods are desired. It is, in other words, at the top of 
a hierarchy of ends; lesser goods are sought for its sake, but it is desir- 
able solely for itself and not for the sake of anything else. Aristotle's, 
goal in Book I of the NE is to determine whether anything properly 
‘occupies this position in human lie, and if so, what it is. 

He notes (1.4 1095a17-20) that there is general agreement about 
what to call such a good: itis living well, or doing well, or eudarmonia. 
No one seeks to live well for the sake of some further goal; rather it is 
by itself the intrinsically desired end for the sake of which we do every- 
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thing else. But although Aristotle expects there to be general agree 
ment about the ultimate value of eudaimonia, he realizes that there is 
deep disagreement about what happiness or living well consists in. 
Some say it is pleasure; others wealth, or honor, or virtue. But he 
thinks that these proposed conceptions of happiness are superficial, 
and quickly rejects each in turn, What answer does he propose in their 
place? 

According to one interpretation of the NE, Aristotle's chief insight 
into human well-being is that we must not make any single kind of 
ood our ultimate end, because eudaimonia is a composite of many 
different kinds of goods The underlying idea that this interpretation 
atıributes to Aristotle is quite simple, at least on the surface: the more. 
Roods one has, the better off one is—assuming those goods are worth 
having in themselves. Someone who attains only one intrinsically desir- 
able goal is not as well off as someone else who has attained not only 
that same goal but another besides? And therefore the best possible 
life must be the one in which we possess the greatest number of goods. 
‘The ultimate end, then, is an all-inclusive aggregate, Noncomposite 
goods of which such a whole consists are individually inferior to the 
whole, and are to be sought for its sake. Pleasure, for example, is desir- 
able not only for itself but also for the sake of living well, because living. 
well is a whole of which pleasure is a part.* 

It is easy to see why this strikes some as an attractive interpretation. 
‘To begin with, the idea that more goods are better than fewer seems 
Unassailable. Why should one settle for a smaller number of goods, 
when one can have those same goods and more? Another appealing 
and closely related idea is that we should partake of all that human life 
has to offer. If one's life entirely lacks something that is intrinsically 
desirable, one is not living as well as one might’ Furthermore—and 
here we tum toa textual point—it is undeniable that according to Aris- 
totle any human being who is living well must enjoy a wide variety of 
goods: He must, for example, experience pleasure, have friends, prac- 
tice virtue, receive honor, and so on. So, for both philosophical and 
textual reasons, it is difficult to resist the temptation to take him 10 
believe that eudaimonía consists in the collection of all of the different 
kinds of goods that make up a well-lived life. 

But the most important evidence for such a reading is a passage 
in which Aristotle seems 10 be arriving at this simple and appealing, 
conception of happiness as an allinclusive whole. The passage de- 
serves careful attention because it is found precisely in the chapter (L7) 
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where Aristotle seeks to improve upon the defective conceptions of 
happiness that he has criticized earlier. It seems to be no mere aside 
‘of after-thought, but can with some plausibility be regarded as central 
to his whole argument. The crucial part of this passage reads as follows: 


‘The selfsufficient we posit as that which when taken by itself makes life 
choiceworthy and in need of nothing. Such we think happiness 10 be. 
Furthermore, itis the most choiceworthy of all without being counted in 
addition—being counted in addition, it is obviously more choiceworthy 
[when taken} with the least of goods. For what is added on is an increase 
of goods, and of goods the greater is always more choiceworthy. 
(1097b14-20)* 


Aristotle's thought is not entirely clear, but if we begin with his final 
words "of goods the greater is always more choiceworthy"—a plausi- 
ble reading suggests itself. Here Aristotle formulates the simple 
thought described in the preceding paragraph: It is always better to 
have more goods than fewer, and so the composite good that consists 
Of A plus B is always better than either A or B alone. Accordingly, when 
he defines self-sufficiency in the first sentence, he must mean that the 
composite of all goods (or, more precisely, all intrinsic goods) must be 
something that cannot be improved upon. That all-inclusive aggregate. 
makes life “in need of nothing” precisely because it consists of every 
thing that is intrinsically desirable. 

Moving to the next portion of the passage, we can now make sense 
of the idea that happiness is most choiceworthy “without being 
counted in addition.” The good that és most choiceworthy “being 
counted in addition" is the single noncomposite good that happens to 
be better than any other such noncomposite good. When complex 
goods are disaggregated into their components, the single atomic part 
that is better than alt other such parts is the one that is most desirable 
“being counted in addition.” And Aristotle's point in this passage 
seems to be that the superiority of happiness to all other goods should 
not be looked upon in this way. For if it were merely the single best 
non-composite good, it could be improved upon by being combined 
“with the least of goods.” It must therefore be most choiceworthy in a 
different way: its superiority must result from the fact it already con- 
tains all intrinsic goods, so that nothing outside it can be combined 
with it to make it more desirable. 
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But if we interpret Aristotle in this way, we immediately encounter a 
severe textual difficulty. For soon after the passage cited above, he be- 
gins to present his well-known argument that we can discover the good 
for human beings by determining whether they have an ergon (“func 
tion,” "task"), and if they do, what itis. Our task, he claims, cannot be 
something we share with plants or other animals—it cannot, for exam- 
ple, be nourishment, or growth, or perception, Aristotle soon arrives 
at the idea that the human ergon, and therefore the human good, con- 
sists in activity of the rational soul in accordance with virtue (1098a16— 
18). This formula seems to be saying that happiness consists not in a 
composite of goods—not in an aggregate composed of virtue, honor, 
friends, pleasure, and so on—but in just one type of good, namely, 
Virtuous activity. Perhaps excellent activity is a good that can be ana- 
lyzed into a number of different components (for example: acts of jus- 
tice, courage, and the like). But surely such activity is not an all 
inclusive whole; i is just one type of good, not an aggregate of honor, 
pleasure, and the rest. And this conflicts with our reading of the earlier. 
passage (1097b14-20), which we tentatively took to mean that happi- 
ness is a composite of all the intrinsic goods 

When we look at Aristotle’s attempt to confirm his conception of 
happiness, in the chapters immediately following L7, we find further 
indications that he is not equating the ultimate end with a composite 
of all intrinsic goods, but with virtuous activity alone. For example, he 
notes in L8 that his theory identifies the end with activities of the soul 
rather than with goods of the body or external goods (1098b12~20). 
Were he treating happiness as a composite of health, physical pleasure, 
friends, honors, virtuous activities, and the like, then surely he ought 
to say that happiness, as he conceives it, is not only a good of the soul 
but also an external good as well as a good of the body. Similarly, were 
he treating happiness as a composite that includes both virtue and vir- 
tuous activity, he would not have said that his theory identifies happi- 
ness with an activity rather than a state.® We should have expected him 
to say that happiness is both an activity and a state, because it is a 
composite that embraces all intrinsic goods, including virtue and virtu- 
‘ous activity. The fact that he consistently says that happiness, properly 
understood, consists in activity rather than a state suggests that he does. 
not regard it as a composite of all intrinsic goods. 

In order to avoid confusion, itis important to emphasize at this point 
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that of course Aristotle believes that the happy person must have many 
different types of goods, and cannot live well in the absence of external 
resources. But we must be careful not to infer that since a happy per- 
son must have all sorts of goods, including external and bodily goods, 
happiness itself consists in all of these different types of goods. "What 
is happiness?” is a question about what lies at the top of the hierarchy 
of goods. If we take Aristotle to place virtuous activity alone at the top 
of that hierarchy, it remains open to him to say that in order to become 
and remain active as a virtuous person, one must possess many re- 
sources.” Some of those resources may be desirable in themselves, but 
they are nonetheless subordinate rather than ultimate ends, because 
they are also desirable for the sake of virtuous activity. So even though, 
a happy person must possess many intrinsic goods, that does not by 
itself show that happiness itself ihe ultimate end—includes them all. 

We should therefore be on guard not to misinterpret one of the 
fullest and clearest statements Aristotle makes in NE Book I about his 
conception of happiness. At 1.10 1101414-16, he says, "What then pre: 
vents us from saying that a happy person is someone who is active in 
accordance with perfect virtue and who is sufficiently equipped with 
‘external good, not for some chance period of time, but for a complete 
life?" Here and elsewhere Aristotle unequivocally affirms that a life can: 
not be happy if it lacks external resources." But it is crucial to realize 
that this passage and others like it do not show that those external 
resources are themselves components of the ultimate end of a happy 
life, Rather, our passage is compatible with saying—indecd it implies— 
that such external goods are desirable for the sake of virtuous activity, 
and that they therefore lack one of the characteristics of the highest 
Roo. They are subordinate goods because of their status as resources: 
they are desirable in part for the sake of something else. 

If we go outside the Nicomachean Fibics, and look at Aristotle's 
other writings, we do not find any passage that expresses or commits 
him to the view that happiness is a composite of all intrinsic goods." 
What we find instead—in the Politics—is a clear indication that happi- 
ness consists in goods of the soul alone. At VILI 1323b21-6, he says: 
"Let us agree, then, that each person has just as much happiness as he 
has virtue and wisdom and action in accordance with them. We use the 
Rod as evidence: He is happy and blessed not because of the external 
‘goods but because of himself." The quantity of external goods one has 
is not to be counted in any reckoning of how well-off one is, because 
happiness does not consist in such goods, but in goods of the soul 
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alone. And as we have seen, we find this identification of happiness. 
with a restricted set of goods in the NE as well 

Nonetheless, it might be wondered whether Aristotle sometimes wa- 
vers. After all, we earlier looked at a passage in NE 17 (1097b14-20) 
that tells us that more goods are better than fewer; and we were 
tempted 10 say that Aristotle uses this premise to infer that the best 
good is the one that results from the aggregation of all intrinsic goods. 
If we let that interpretation stand, we must conclude that Aristotle con- 
tradicts himself in NE 1.7. So now we must ask: Is there an alternative 
way to read that passage? Recall what it says: 


The self-sufficient we posit as that which when taken by itself makes life 
choiceworthy and in need of nothing. Such we think happiness to be, 
Furthermore, itis the most choiceworthy of al, without being counted in 
zaddition—being counted in addition, itis obviously more choiceworthy 
[when taken] with the least of goods. For what is added on is an increase 
of goods, amd of yoods the greater is always more choiceworthy. 
(1097b14-20) 


Another way to put Aristotle's point, when he says "of goods the 
greater is always most choiceworthy, " would be this: If A is a good and 
B is a different good, then it is better to have A and B than to have 
either alone. But notice that in putting the point in this way, we have 
to be careful to make a distinction between something being a good 
and its being tbe good. (Recall that this is a distinction Aristotle makes 
at the beginning of the NE; see 1.1 109421-5.) If A is desirable for the 
sake of something else, then it cannot be the good, although it may be 
a good, and it may even be good in itself. So, if virwous activity is just 
a good but not the good, then we can arrive at a more desirable good 
by combining it with something else that also counts as a good. If virtu- 
‘ous activity is just a good and honor is just a good, then the combina- 
tion of the two of them is more desirable than either alone. 

When we put Aristotle's point in this way, we leave room for the fact. 
that he does not treat virtuous activity as just one good alongside many 
‘others. As we have seen, he takes the good to consist in virtuous activ- 
ity alone; it is the good, not just a good, because everything else is to 
be sought for its sake. Were we to say that virtuous activity is better 
than every other type of good and therefore the single best good, we 
‘would not have said enough to elucidate its great importance. It is not 
just a good that happens to be better than every other, taken in pair- 


Aristotle on tbe Human Good 85 


wise comparisons. It should occupy a more special place in our lives 
than that. For if it were just the single best good in such comparisons, 
then no matter how virtuous we are, our lives would be improved by 
adding even the smallest of goods. No matter how just and courageous 
someone is, no matter how much he devotes himself to the well-being 
of his community by performing virtuous acts, his life would not be as 
ROO as that of someone who did all of that and in addition enjoyed 
the taste of a rare delicacy. The point Aristotle is making in the passage 
we are examining is simply that anyone who thinks of virtue (or any 
other good) as being susceptible to this kind of improvement is not 
identifying it with happiness, but is merely naming one component of 
happiness that can be improved upon by being supplemented by other. 
goods. I one were to take this view of virtuous activity, then one would 
not say of it, "taken by itself [it] makes life choiceworthy and in need 
of nothing." 

So read, our passage (1097b14-20) leaves it entirely open whether 
happiness consists in one good or many. Its purpose Is not to decide 
this question, but rather to make a conceptual point that does not by 
itself yield a substantive view about which good or goods are included 
in happiness. Its central point is that there is a special way in which 
happiness (whatever it tums out to be) is the most desirable good 
there is. It is not merely better than every other good; rather, it is so 
good that it cannot be improved upon. Accordingly, whatever the cor- 
rect conception of happiness turns out to be, it must equate happiness. 
with a good that is beyond improvement. Should it turn out that happi- 
ness is a composite of all intrinsic goods, then that would mean that 
no single component of that composite passes Aristotle's test for happi- 
ness; the only thing that passes the test would in that case be the whole 
aggregate. 

But as it happens, that is not the conception of happiness that Aris- 
totle chooses to defend. As we have seen, he thinks that we should 
equate happiness with a single type of good--virtuous activity of the 
rational soul—because he is prepared to defend the view that such 
activity is beyond improvement. Someone who is perfectly virtuous 
and who fully engages in virtuous activity over the whole course of his. 
life thereby has something that is as desirable as can be. In order to 
lead his life at this high level, he must of course have many other goods 
that are subordinate to virtue. He must have health, strength, honor, 
friends, and the like; otherwise his virtuous activity would be dimin- 
ished to some extent. But his possession of these other goods is not 


86 Richard Kraut 


tobe thought of as making his life even more desirable than it is already 
made by his virtuous activity. These resources sustain his virtuous activ- 
ity but do not increase its value. They do not make his life any more 
desirable than it already is by virtue of his excellent rational activity. 


3. The Philosophical Life 


Now that we have rejected the idea that Aristotle treats happiness as a 
‘composite of al intrinsic goods, we are in a position to take a fresh look 
ata question that has sometimes troubled readers of the Nicomachean 
Fibics. The problem is whether his defense of the philosophical life in 
X7-8 radically departs from the whole framework of his ethical the- 
ory." The main thesis of those late chapters is one that Aristotle states 
several times: Perfect happiness consists in just one good—theoria 
(contemplation), the actualization of theoretical wisdom. It has 
seemed to some students of his ethical theory that this is a bizarre 
repudiation of all that he has said before. And the appearance of contra- 
diction is certainly strong—if we make the assumption that according 
10 Book 1 of the NE (and the remainder of the treatise prior to X.7-8), 
happiness is an all-inclusive composite. For how can perfect happiness 
consist in just one good, when happiness includes all intrinsic goods? 
One might try to save Aristotle from self-contradiction by taking fel- 
ela eudaimonia (“perfect happiness") to be the phrase he uses for 
the best single component of the allinchusive composite that he identi- 
fies with happiness."* There is no decisive way to show that this is not 
what he means, although this interpretation commits him to saying, 
quite oddly, that happiness (the composite of all goods) is more desir- 
able than perfect happiness (the best single element of this compos- 
ite), But in any case, we have rejected the thesis that he conceives of 
happiness as an allinclusive composite, and this makes it far easier for 
Us 10 see how his defense of the philosophical life in X.7-8 is substan- 
tally in accord with the rest of his theory. Aristotle never deviates from 
the idea that happiness consists solely in one type of good: virtuous 
activity of the rational soul. That is a doctrine he puts forward both in 
Book I and in Book X. It is true that in Book X he defends a new 
thesis, one for which he had not argued in Book I: namely, that perfect 
happiness consists in theoria. But it is hardly a surprise that when he 
returns to the topic of eudaimonia in Book X, he should want to say 
something he had not said before. The important question is what he 
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means by calling contemplation perfect happiness, and how this thesis 
is connected with his earlier treatment of eudaimonia. 

It is important to recall, at this point, that in Book 1 Aristotle leaves 
unresolved a question faced by the educated elite of fourth century 
Greek cities: Which kind of life is more desirable—one devoted to pub- 
lic service, or one devoted to study and understanding?" The issue. 
receives Aristotle's attention in Book VII of the Politics, and in the NE 
he first turns to it in L5, where we are told that there are three types of 
life “stand out most of all” (1095b18): one given to physical pleasure, a 
second devoted to politics, and a third spent in study. The first of these 
is dismissed as vulgar; the second receives only the briefest discussion; 
and the third is postponed for later investigation. It is only in Book X 
that Aristotle tells his audience in unmistakable terms that the contem- 
plative life is best and provides a full defense of that thesis. But in these 
late chapters he also make it clear that the political life is very much 
worth living, Although such a life has deficiencies (i is for example 
unleisurely and aims at a goal external to itself: X7 1177427-b15), it 
‘would be wrong to characterize itas unhappy. Contemplation is perfect 
happiness, as he insists, but at the same time a life “in accordance with 
the other kind of virtue” is happy "in a secondary degree" (1178a7-9), 
‘That statement can reasonably be taken to mean that both philosophi- 
cal and political lives are happy and well lived, but that of these the 
philosophical life is happiest. 

Aristotle is saying, in other words, that the best life that a human 
being can live is one that has contemplation as its ultimate end. And 
when we look back at Book I, after having read his defense of the 
philosophical life in Book X, we can see how he has left room for this 
denouement. The final lines of the ergon argument of 17 suggest that 
eventually Aristotle will single out a kind of virtuous activity as preemi- 
nent over all the others. As he says, “human good is activity of soul in 
accordance with virtue, and if the virtues are many, in accordance with 
the best and most perfect” (1098a16-18)." We are not told here in 1.7 
what the most perfect virtue is, but that after all is not surprising, since 
Aristotle needs to describe and analyze the virtues before he can pro- 
ounce one of them best. He makes it clear in 1.13 that this is his 
program; his task in the remainder of the treatise will be to discuss 
both the virtues of character and those of reason (1103a1-10). Part of 
that program is carried out in Books II-V, which take up ethical virtue; 
the rest is carried forward in Book VI, which analyzes the various vir- 
tues of the reasoning part of the soul. In the concluding lines of Book 
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VI (1536-11), he briefly remarks that theoretical wisdom is superior 
to practical wisdom, and that the latter issues orders for the sake of the 
former. But he fully defends this view only when he returns, in X.7-8, 
10 his investigation of the ultimate end. It is noteworthy that when he 
comes back to this topic in X 7, he picks up the thread of the argument 
that had been left hanging in the final lines of the ergon argument. 
That argument had told us that happiness consists in activity in accor- 
dance with the best single virtue (1098a17-18), And the opening sen- 
tence of X7 retums to this theme: "If happiness is activity in 
accordance with virtue, it is reasonable that it should be in accordance 
with the best [virtue]; and this is the virtue of the best [part of us}"" 
Q177212-15). 

Such a life is "in accordance with the highest virtue" in the sense 
that it has as its ultimate goal the exercise of theoretical wisdom. Con- 
templation is its highest good, but that hardly means that it is the only 
ood such a life will possess. Aristotle makes it quite clear that the 
philosopher remains a human being and cannot escape the universal 
features of ihe human situation. The highest goal is not to engage in 
‘one act of contemplation and then to die, but to lead a complete life 
devoted to this activity (X7 1177625). The philosopher will therefore 
need the ordinary necessities of life (X8 1178425, b33-5), and since 
such a life depends on leisure (X7 1177b4) those necessities must be 
present in sufficient quantities to sustain philosophical work. More im- 
portant, Aristotle tells us that “in so far as he is a man and lives with 
many others, he chooses to do what accords with virtue" (X-8 1178b5- 
6), We are not to think of the philosopher leading the best life as an 
isolated figure who has completely cut his ties with others and lives a 
life without friends. As a student in the Academy and the founder of 
the Lyceum, Aristotle must have assumed that teaching and discussion 
are central components of the philosophical life—even though such 
activity can, if need be, be carried out even when one is by oneself (X.7 
1177a32-4). We must not be misled by the connotation of our term 
“contemplation” into thinking that when one is teaching and talking 
with others, one is not at the same time contemplating, For contempla- 
tion is simply the activation of the wisdom one has acquired, and this. 
can be carried out in social interactions as well as in moments of soli- 
tude. 

This way of reading Aristotle can best be expressed by saying that he 
takes the highest human life to be constituted by a threefold hierarchy 
‘of ends. Contemplation stands by itself at the highest level; it alone is 
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identified with perfect happiness. Just below that level lies the exercise 
f the practical virtues. Desirable as those activities are in themselves, 
they are also valuable because they sustain the theoretical activities of 
the philosopher. The people who are best equipped 10 engage in 
theoria over a long period of time are those who live in political com. 
munities and maintain good relations with family, friends, and citizens 
Such character traits as intemperance, cowardice, injustice would ill 
serve a philosophical life, for reasons Aristotle takes to be too obvious 
to require mentioning. impetuous desires for physical pleasures would. 
undermine study; great fear on the battlefield would endanger the city 
whose existence is necessary to the practice of philosophy; greed and 
other desires for superfluous resources are distractions and impedi- 
‘ments. 

Of course, if philosophers are to develop and exercise the ethical 
virtues, then they will also need the usual resources of ethical life—the 
external and bodily goods that occupy a stil lower level in the hierarchy 
of ends. Such goods—wealth, honor, power, and the like—are not ca- 
pable of constituting the highest end of a happy life. They are not com- 
ponents of happiness, but are desirable as means to happiness, Other 
goods—the practical virtues—do have the capacity to constitute the 
aim of a well-lived life, but nonetheless they are not the highest goal a 
human being can attain. They are components of happiness but are 
not perfect happiness. Someone who reached only those ends would 
be entirely cut off from the best thing available to human beings: an 
understanding of the highest causes of the cosmos and a life devoted 
to activating that state of mind. The life of the philosopher, by contrast, 
exhibits every type of good possessed by the politician —and more. The 
philosopher chooses to engage in ethical activity (though he may do 
so less often and fully as a political leader), and he has the external 
resources any other virtuous person needs (though he needs them to 
a smaller degree: X.8 1178328-b5, 117933-8). But in addition to these 
goods, he also enjoys the one good that by itself should constitute the. 
aim of a human life. 

When we read the conclusion Aristotle comes to at the end ofergon 
argument, and in particular to the phrase that tells us that the good 
consists in activity in accordance with "the best and most perfect" vir 
tue, we are not as yet in a position to know what he has in mind. And 
so it is reasonable, at that stage in our reading, to ask: Does he mean 
that if one exercises virtues that are less than perfect, then one is not 
living a happy life? But if we wait patiently for Aristotle to return to 
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the topic of eudaimonia, then, as we have seen, he does answer our 
question. If eudaimonia is thought of as perfect happiness—the ulti 
mate end of the best possible life—then one must exercise the highest 
virtue, theoretical wisdom, in order to be eudaimon. But it is reason- 
able to hold that happiness admits of degrees, and that one can live 
well even though one could do better. In this sense, someone who 
lacks “the best and most perfect” virtue can still be happy. 

Although Ihave been emphasizing the difference between the philo- 
sophical and political lives—each is devoted to a different end—it is. 
‘equally important not to lose sight of the fact that they have a great 
deal in common. It is not as though Aristotle thinks that what makes 
‘one life well lived is A, B, and C, whereas what makes the other well 
lived is X, Y and 2. It is an idea congenial to many contemporary think- 
ers that good lives exhibit as much diversity as that, but Aristotle cannot 
be counted as a pluralist of this sort. He thinks that the ultimate goal 
Of the philosophical life—contemplation—has a good deal in common 
with the highest end of the political life—ethical activity, And that is. 
because he thinks of the political leader as someone who exhibits a 
high degree of intellectual virtue: He has reflected about the ends of 
human life, he exhibits sound judgment when difficult decisions must 
be made, and his reason controls and is thoroughly integrated with his 
emotions. He is excellent at practical reasoning, just as the philosopher 
is excellent at theoretical reasoning. Happiness consists in just one 
thing—virtuous activity of the rational soul—although this one type of 
ood can be further analyzed into two species, and one of them is even 
more worthwhile than the other. 


4. The Mean 


Once we see that in the NE Aristotle proposes that human beings 
should devote themselves to one or the other of two ultimate ends, we 
can make better sense of one of his most familiar ideas, namely that 
quantitative questions loom large in practical life and that both excess 
and deficiency must be avoided. The ideal ethical agent has an inte- 
‘grated set of skills that enables him to find the mean in many areas of 
life. He sees how much money he needs for his household and how 
much can be suitably spent on worthwhile social projects. His anger 
and other passions are neither stronger nor weaker than they need be, 
but are appropriate to the occasion. He has neither too few nor too 
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many friends. He is not indifferent to such goods as honor and plea- 
sure, but neither does he love them more than they are worth. These. 
are ideas that Aristotle treats at length in Books II and IV of the NF, but 
it should be noticed that quantitative questions are not far from his. 
mind both when he initiates the search for the ultimate end in Book I 
and when he returns to the topic of happiness at the close of Book X. 
We are told in L2 that politics is the subject that studies the ultimate 
end, because it belongs to this discipline to “determine which of the 
sciences should be studied in cities, and which ones each class should 
learn, and fo what extent” (1094a28-2)."” And when Aristotle com- 
pares the theoretical and political tives in X.7-8, he counts it an advan- 
tage of the former that it needs fewer external resources than does 
the latter (1178a25-b7, 1178b33-1179a16). Having chosen this or that 
ultimate goal allows an individual to make long-term plans about how 
many resources he will need, just as the whole polis makes quantitative. 
judgments about resources by focusing on the ultimate goal of the 
political community, 

Even though Aristotle frequently calls attention to these quantitative 
questions in his practical writings, his readers sometimes have difficulty 
understanding a point he makes in NE VI.1 about the inadequacy of 
vague formulas like "do not go to excess" or “do not do too litte.” 
Referring to the doctrine of the mean that he has defended in Books 
TV, he remarks: "'To say this is true, but not precise. . . fone had 
only this, one would be none the wiser. For example, [one would be 
none the wiser about] what sorts of things must be applied to the body 
if someone were to say: whatever medical science prescribes, and as 
the one who has this [science applies them]. Therefore, this also holds 
for the states of the soul: one must not only say this thing truly, but 
‘one must also determine what the right reason is and what is its horos 
limit, standard, boundary, definition].” The question that these state- 
ments naturally raise in our minds is whether anything he says in the 
remainder of Book VI—or anywhere else—contributes to a greater de- 
gree of precision. Aristotle seems never to retum to this topic. The 
rest of Book VI presents a detailed discussion of the various kinds of 
intellectual virtue, but it is not easy to discern in this material a way of 
going beyond such precise formulas as "find the intermediate between 
‘excess and deficiency.” 

If we think that what Aristotle is looking for, when he raises this 
issue in Book VI, is an algorithm for dectsion-making—some formula. 
or procedure that can be unthinkingly used to find a solution for every 
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practical problem—then of course we will be disappointed. There is no 
such formula in Aristotle's writings—or, for that matter, in the whole 
literature of moral philosophy. But if this is not what he is seeking in 
Book VI, then what és he looking for, when he writes the passage cited 
in the previous paragraph? And how does the rest of Book VI give us a 
more precise standard for answering quantitative questions? 

My suggestion is that Aristotle thinks of Book VI as providing a tool 
for more precise decision-making because he takes exercising two of 
the intellectual virtues described in Book Vl— practical wisdom and 
theoretical wisdom—to be the ultimate goals of wellived lives, Book 
Vi gives us a more precise vision of the ultimate goal of life in that the 
two kinds of happy lives—one philosophical, the other political—are 
centered around the exercise of intellectual virtues. To live a philo- 
sophical life well, one needs to know what theoretical wisdom is, and 
understanding this goal puts one into a better position to determine 
what one needs and how much one needs in the way of resources. 
Alternatively, if one decides to make practical activity one's highest 
goal, then one will need a larger number of external goods, since the 
politician needs more power and other resources than does a philoso- 
pher. The purpose of Book VI is not to decide between these two 
ultimate ends—that question is postponed to Book X—but to provide 
a better understanding of what the two ultimate ends are. Aristotle 
seeks a fuller description of the intellectual virtues not for its own sake 
but because a clearer vision of our highest goal allows us to answer 
‘quantitative questions with greater precision, 


5. Egoism 


The ultimate goal, we have seen, is just one thing: virtuous activity. But 
now we must raise a further question about what this means. Does. 
Aristotle presuppose that my ultimate goal should simply be my good. 
and nothing else? Even if I choose to lead a political life, am 1 to aim. 
ultimately at my own happiness, and is the good of others to play a 
subordinate role in my plans? 

It is sometimes thought that Aristotle tacitly presupposes the truth 
‘of egoism throughout his practical writings. He assumes, in other 
words, that whatever happiness turns out to be, each person ought to 
have as his highest goal the maximization of his own happiness. As we 
discover, happiness consists in virtuous activity, and therefore, if Aris- 
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totle is an egoist, he holds that the goal of any agent should be to 
exercise, as fully as he can, his own virtues. Had it tumed out that 
happiness consists in power, then Aristotle's egoism would have com- 
mitted him to saying that I should try to maximize my power, that you 
should try to maximize your power, and so on. His commitment to. 
'egoism, in other words, has the potential to set people at oxlds with 
each other. But he avoids this result, because when each person takes 
his ultimate end to be the fullest possible exercise of his own virtues, 
no one need try to undermine the well-being of others, On the con- 
trary, virtuous activity often benefits many others besides the agent. 
‘And so, it might be thought, Aristotle's egoism—still assuming, for the 
moment that he is an egoist—is not a point on which he can be criti- 
cized. Egoism, according to this way of thinking, should not be evalu: 
ated in isolation from a conception of the good. For it is not a doctrine 
that undermines community, friendship, and the like, when the good 
is properly understood. It is not egoism itself that deserves criticism, 
but rather a combination of egoism and a conception of the good that 
counsels us to pursue power or wealth or pleasure as our ultimate end 

But surely this way of defending Aristotle's alleged egoism is open 
to question. Why should it simply be assumed without question that 
each person is to place his own well-being above that of every other. 
human being? This is not an unassailable or unavoidable starting point 
for ethical theory or practical deliberation, And even if it could be 
shown that the results of making this assumption are not always objec- 
tionable—namely, when a formally egoistic premise is combined with 
virtue-centered theory of the good—that would not show that an agent 
whose decisions are derived from these starting points is beyond moral 
criticism. Even if he always chooses the right act, does he act from the 
best of motives, when his starting point is that it is ultimately his own 
good and that alone that provides reasons for action? 

Furthermore, we are now in a position to recognize that interpreting, 
Aristotle as an egoist would, in light of his conception of perfect happi- 
ness, create an immense difficulty for his whole ethical system. He says, 
a5 we have seen, that the best choice for an ultimate end is not ethically 
virtuous activity or some composite of ethical and theoretical activity, 
but contemplation alone. Accordingly, were he to say that one should 
make one’s ultimate end the fullest attainment of one’s own good, he 
would have to admit that any interruption of one's contemplative activ- 
ity would be unjustified unless it somehow produced even more such 
activity over the long run. Setting philosophy aside for few hours, days, 
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or weeks in order to help an ailing parent, for example, would be justi- 
fied only if that were the best way to maximize one's involvement in 
such activity over the long run. Surely it would be unreasonable to 
expect that one's own maximal well-being on the one hand and the 
requirements of justice and decency on the other are bound to coin- 
tide on each and every occasion. If Aristotle really is an egoist, then 
his conception of perfect happiness as contemplation is very likely to. 
recommend occasional and perhaps frequent departures from ordinary 
moral standards. And it is hard to believe that he wanted his ethical 
theory to be revisionary in this way. He never expresses doubts about 
the choiceworthiness of acting as a virtuous person must, although 
he realizes that others have such doubts. The defense he gives of the 
philosophical life in X.7-8 is meant to show that we should make theo- 
retical activity our ultimate goal, but he gives no hint that we should 
act unethically in order to maximize contemplation, 

‘This objection to combining an egoist reading of Aristotle with his 
equation of perfect happiness and contemplation should lead us to. 
wonder whether there really is good support for the assumption that 
he is an egoist in the sense defined. Does he really say or imply that 
whatever the good is, it is only one's own good that should be one's 
ultimate end? When we look for evidence for this interpretation, we 
find none. Consider the way the NE begins, for example. Aristotle ob- 
serves that every craft and decision aims at some good (109421-2), but 
he does not claim that ever craft and decision aims at the good of the 
craftsman or the decision maker. On the contrary, it is obvious from 
the examples he uses that crafts typically aim at the good of someone 
other than the craftsman, Medicine aims at health (a8); this does not 
mean that the doctor's task is to promote his own health, and that he 
ministers to others as a means to an ultimate end that is self-interested 
Aristotle's point in I1 is that ends can be arranged in a hierarchy—not 
that the hierarchy always terminates in one’s own good. 

In 12 he goes on to say that he is undertaking a political study, that 
its goal is to discover the good for man—not merely one's own good— 
and that it is finer to achieve what is good for a whole community than 
for oneself alone (1094a27-b10). Nothing in these words suggests that 
each of us has or ought to have our own good alone as our ultimate 
end, And we should recall that according to one of the major themes 
of Aristotle's political theory, a correct constitution is one in which 
the rulers govern for the good of the whole city, whereas in corrupt 
constitutions the rulers have only their own interest in mind (Pol. 11.6 
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1279a17-20). This strong endorsement of impartiality cannot be com- 
bined with a form of egoism that singles out one's own good as having, 
priority over the good of others. 

What Aristotle endorses is not egoism but rather the thesis that when 
we virtuously restrict our pursuit of such external resources as power, 
honor, and wealth, we are not sacrificing our good but in fact promot- 
ing it, In these cases, selfinterest and virtuous activity coincide because 
it is far more advantageous to be a just, courageous, and generous 
person, and to express these virtues in action, than to acquire a greater 
stock of external goods (1X.8 1168b23-1169b2). Contrary to what many 
people think, the virtuous agent is not in these circumstances a noble 
but naive fellow whose service to others brings him a net loss, But in. 
denying this common view, Aristotle is not committing himself to the 
formal thesis that, whatever the good is, one's ultimate end should 
consist solely in one's own good, and that the well-being of others 
should receive one’s attention only to the extent that doing so can be 
shown to promote one's happiness. He applauds self-love only when 
and to the extent that it takes a form that directs it at the well-being of 
‚others and not only at one's own good. That is an endorsement of a 
specific kind of selflove, not of the more general thesis of egoism, 
which elevates oneself above others quite apart from any investigation 
of what one's good is. It is especially important to realize that Aristotle 
endorses self-love because he thinks this trait, properly understood, 
benefits not only the self but the entire community (IX.8 1698-11). 
‘There is no place in his practical writings where he makes the claims 
Of the self more fundamental than those of the larger whole of which 
we are a part." 

The conclusion we should draw is that we should not look within 
Aristotle's writings for an abstract and exceptionless thesis about how 
much weight we are to assign to our own good and how much to 
the good of others. Egoism and utilitarianism endorse such abstract 
principles, but we must not assume that every ethical theory takes a 
stand on this issue once and for all. Aristotle has a theory about how 
goods stand in relation to each other—which of them are for the sake 
of others, and which are ultimate ends—but such an ordering of goods 
does not by itself determine how we are to act in particular circum- 
stances. Since contemplation is the ultimate end, the best one can do 
for oneself or another is to promote this end. But there are many peo- 
ple who are incapable of achieving this good, and so when one acts for 
their sake, one ought instead to promote their ability to engage in ethi- 
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cal activity, And what is one to do when there is a conflict between 
doing what is best for one person and what is best for another, and one 
must choose between these alternatives? To this common problem, 
Aristotle has no general solution, because circumstances vary too much 
to admit of theoretical treatment. The important point is that the status 
‘of contemplation as an ultimate end is not meant to serve as a solution 
to this problem. The superiority of theoretical activity is a thesis about 
what makes an individual life go best. I tells us how to arrange goods 
‘optimally within a single life, but does not address the question of how 
much weight to attach to one person's life as opposed to another's. 


6. Universal and Particular 


Now that we have grasped the general outlines of Aristotle's concep- 
tion of eudaimonia, we are in a better position 10 discuss some 
broader issues about his approach to ethical theory. To begin with, 
we can now see that as a treatise the NE exhibits a greater degree 
‘of organizational structure and unity than is sometimes thought. The 
defense of the theoretical life in Book X does not deviate significantly 
from the main outlines of his ethical theory as presented in the earlier 
portions of the treatise. On the contrary, it is only in those final chap- 
ters that Aristotle ties together the strings he has left hanging in the 
body of his work. As we have seen, the conclusion of the ergon argu- 
ment—and in particular its reference to the virtue that is "best and 
most perfect” —cannot be understood until Aristotle returns to the 
topic of happiness at the end of the work. His intention in Book I is. 
not to settle the question of human happiness, but to advance our 
understanding to the point where we see why a discussion of virtue— 
both intellectual and practical—is needed. The issue left hanging by 
the phrase "best and most perfect" cannot be resolved until the differ- 
ent kinds of virtues are discussed. The search for an adequate concep- 
tion of our ultimate end is still left unresolved as Aristotle opens Book 
VI with his complaint about the doctrine of the mean, and the purpose 
of that Book is to improve our understanding of the two intellectual 
virtues (practical and theoretical) that are at the heart of the two most. 
appealing kinds of lives—one political the other philosophical. And it 
is only in X.7-8 that we are told which kind of virtuous activity is the 
ultimate end of the best life. So X.7-8 is not an addendum tacked on 
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to the rest of the work; it is precisely here that Aristotle finally answers 
the question he first raised. 

The NE is not only a more systematic and unified treatise than we 
might have suspected, but it is also a work that presents the reader 
with a systematic and unified vision of how life should be lived—a vi- 
sion that is applicable to every decision we make and every activity we 
undertake. In this respect, Aristotle's moral philosophy may be usefully 
‘compared with utilitarianism. One remarkable feature of the philoso- 
phy of Bentham, Mill and Sidgwick is that, in equating rightness with 
the maximization of pleasure, it presents a single formula that is appli 
cable to all practical questions. We are not to make decisions in an ad 
boc or unsystematic way, but to bring a single rule, standard, or goal 
to bear on every situation. That is the respect in which utilitarianism 
and Aristotelianism are of a piece. 

Undeniably, there are profound differences as well. The utilitarian 
looks to some standard that can be understood independently of vir- 
tue— pleasure or happiness—and reduces all decision-making to the. 
‘maximization of that state of mind. Aristotle's standard is virtuous activ. 
ity, not something beyond it. Furthermore, the utilitarian is indifferent 
to how the good is distributed among persons: what counts is maximiz- 
ing it, not giving cach a due amount of it, By contrast, Aristotle, as we 
have seen, does not propose a single answer to the question of how to 
distribute the good over persons. But in spite of these deep differ- 
ences, we should not lose sight of one significant similarity: Both are 
trying to bring order to practical life by proposing a substantive formula 
about our highest end. Aristotle does not think that each decision 
should be made merely by responding appropriately to the case at 
hand, with no reference to some larger goal that links together the 
various projects we undertake. To think of him in that way is to miss 
the obvious: as he tells us at the very beginning of the NE, he is trying 
to discover the ultimate end because he thinks that knowing what it is 
will make us better able to hit our target (1.2 1094322-4). As we have 
seen, he eventually proposes two targets. But the point to be empha- 
sized now is that each of these ultimate ends has sufficient content to 
help answer questions about which resources and how many of them 
we need in order to lead our lives well. Both the utilitarian and Aristotle 
think that philosophy discovers a goal which should guide us at every 
point in our lives 

Since good deliberation requires knowledge of both universals and 
particulars, an understanding of our ultimate ends is only part of what 
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we need. Aristotle’s person of practical wisdom is a successful decision- 
maker in part because he is able to perceive the salient details of any 
situation." That he has virtuous activity as his ultimate end does not by 
itself solve his deliberative problems, because he must use his ethically 
trained intelligence to decide between competing alternative courses 
of action, But at the same time, it must be emphasized that Aristotle's 
ethical agent does not simply happen to find himself in this or that 
situation. He does not passively wait for problems to present them- 
selves, but has a comprehensive plan that propels his agency. Though 
unforeseen circumstances arise in anyone’ life, Aristotle's skilled moral 
agent takes control of his circumstances, as best as he can, by develop- 
ing and acting on a long-term plan. That comprehensive plan is not a 
hodgepodge of goods, but a structured hierarchy of ends by reference 
to which he determines roughly how much wealth, power, and other 
resources he needs. To be sensitive to relevant facts in particular situa- 
tions, we must know what to look for; and to know this, we must think 
through highly general questions about the ultimate end of human 
fe." 


7. Beyond the Human and the Ethical 


Some students of Aristotle's ethics hold that one of its most significant 
features lies in his rejection of Plato's whole approach to the subject. 
‘That there are some important differences between them is beyond 
question, because Plato's ethics is in some way bound up with his the- 
cory of forms, and Aristotle rejects the existence of that separate realm 
of abstract objects. He himself alerts us to his distance from Plato in 1.6 
where he considers and rejects the form of the good as an 
answer to his question, “What is eudaimonía?" One of the arguments 
he gives against Plato is that the goods aimed at by the crafts and sci- 
ences are irreducibly different. Weavers and carpenters both produce 
something good, but each does so by studying a different kind of good, 
and there is no form or universal, goodness in itself, that they need to. 
study in order to produce good cloaks or houses (1096035109713). 
Such passages as these make it tempting to attribute to Aristotle the 
idea that the most general species of goodness we can talk about is 
human goodness, and that any attempt to hase ethical theory on a 
conception of the good more universal than that is fundamentally mis- 
guided. The only goods we human beings can know about or should 
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care about are the ones we can acquire, and such goods as these are 
‘embedded in the kinds of lives we have—the lives of beings who have 
human bodies, experience human emotions, require human resources, 
and live in human communities. Plato's mistake, according to this read- 
ing of Aristotle, was to suppose that there are non-human objects— 
‘objects that are not themselves human or created by humans—that set 
our goals for us and serve as paradigms for the kind of life we should 
live. When Aristotle's rejection of Platonism is read in this way, his ethi- 
cal theory embraces a kind of perspectivalism; ethical theory and ethi- 
cal persons have no alternative but to look at the world from the 
human point of view. If there are other kinds of beings besides humans 
who are guided by norms, values, goods, or obligations, they would 
form a moral universe that bears no relation to our own 

Appealing as this approach to ethics may he to some contemporary 
philosophers, it should not attribute to Aristotle. One of the lengthiest 
arguments he gives in X.7-8 for his conception of happiness turns on 
the idea that there is something better in the universe than human 
beings, and that we should lead our lives by imitating this higher being 
(1178b7~32). If Aristotle is a perspectivalist—if he thinks that we are 
confined to looking at our lives from a human point of view—then he 
is at war with himself, because there are passages in which he derives. 
practical conclusions from the existence and nature of divine beings. 
But this way of bifurcating Aristotle can be sustained only ifthe concep- 
tion of the good he defends in X.7-8 is radically at odds with everything 
that has preceded it, and we have learned that this is not so. So it must 
be conceded that there is more in common between Plato and Aristotle 
than might at first meet the eye. They both look to something non- 
human and see in it something that is both better than human and a 
guide to the proper living of a human life. We must be careful not to 
misunderstand the complaint Aristotle is making against Plato in NE 
16. His point is that there is no reason to posit a form of the good or a 
universal goodness to serve as a paradigm or a highest end. But he is 
not making the further claim that our lives must be lived from a per- 
spective restricted to the merely human. Like Plato, he looks beyond 
the human to a divine standard, but his divine standard is a particular 
thing—a living god—not a form or universal 

‘The same point can be made from the reverse direction: Just as Aris- 
totle thinks that there is something higher than human life that sets a 
standard toward which we should strive, so he takes it for granted that 
there is something less than human and that we should not lower our- 
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selves to that subhuman level. He thinks it makes sense to compare. 
our lives with those of mere animals and plants, and to say that ours 
can be vastly superior, if we make use of what is uniquely human. In 
order to systematize our thoughts about our lives and arrive at an ap- 
propriate goal for making decisions, we have to find something that. 
explains why human life can be superior to that of any animal and, at 
its best, an approximation of divine life, Excellence in reasoning, both 
practical and theoretical, occupies a central place in Aristotle's ethics 
in part because it explains why we occupy this intermediate position in 
the cosmic hierarchy. A life devoted to physical pleasure as its ultimate 
goal could not pass this test, according to Aristotle; the defender of 
such a life would have to admit that mere animals could live as well or 
better than human beings, and that a bodiless god would be miserable. 

‘The fact that Aristotle tries to locate human life in a hierarchy of 
living forms should help us to see just how ambitious his ethical theory 
is. IC an attempt to find a universally valid standard for the evaluation. 
of human communities, and is not intended as a mere expression of 
the "Common Sense Morality of Greece,” in Sidgwick's phrase.“ Of 
course, Aristotle would defend his belief that temperance, justice, cour- 
age, and the like are virtues by pointing out that such a view is shared. 
by the many and the wise. He often appeals to consensus as evidence 
of the truth. But he never treats it as an unfailing guarantee of truth; 
nor does he identify truth with what is universally believed. In fact, he 
realizes that a whole community can be fundamentally misguided, For 
example, he frequently criticizes the Spartans for making martial valor 
the chief virtue and domination the ultimate end.® He takes no existing 
community as a faultless model to be imitated, How we are to live is. 
not a matter that is to be determined by some already existing commu- 
nity or some future consensus towards which we are progressing, 
Rather, the model community is one we invent through reflection on 
the nature of happiness. 

What grounds Aristotle’s belief that courage, temperance, and the 
like are virtues is not primarily the fact that these qualities are widely 
admired in many communities, but the more fundamental point that. 
they express the proper ordering of rational and non-rational elements 
in human life. Temperance is a genuine excellence and not merely a 
respected skill because physical pleasure has a modest but significant 
role to play in a welklived human life; justice is a virtue because the 
items it distributes are resources needed for a life devoted to excellent 
reasoning; courage is also a component of happiness because defend- 
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ing such a life requires noble action on the battlefield and therefore 
control over one's fear of death. What makes these qualities excellent 
is not the approval they receive from the many or the wise, but rather 
the way they enhance, protect, and express good reasoning as an end. 
in itself. Aristotle’s moral philosophy must be recognized as an attempt, 
no less ambitious than Plato's, to organize human life into a systematic 
unity, and to locate human beings within a larger metaphysical framc- 
"work. It goes well beyond a mere listing of goods as they present then 
selves to our community. 

Perhaps this point has not been sufficiently appreciated because of 
Aristotle’s well-known warning to his readers (L4 1095b4-6) that his 
lectures are intended for an audience that has already been brought up 
well and has acquired, through proper habituation, the starting points 
of the subject. We might take this to mean that according to Aristotle 
there is no way to justify an ethical way of life by using premises drawn 
from areas external to ethics. The study of politics, in other words, is 
entirely autonomous, and can draw no support from an examination 
of the soul and its relation to the body, or the relation between human 
beings and other animals, or god's relation to the cosmos. 

But that cannot be Aristotle's point, because his defense of the philo- 
sophical life shows how willing he is to help himself to metaphysical 
and theological ideas. What he must mean, when he restricts his audi 
ence to those who have acquired good habits, is that some of the points 
he takes for granted are not recognized by those who have had a defi 
cient upbringing. And we can easily guess what those points are: Aris 
totle claims without argument that the virtues are desirable in 
themselves, and it is hard to see how such a thesis could be established 
10 the satisfaction of those whose experience has made temperance, 
courage, justice and other virtues distasteful and burdensome, These 
are the people Aristotle characterizes in the closing chapter of the NE 
as lacking “a conception of what is noble and truly pleasant, since they 
have never tasted it” (X.9 1179b15-16). 

Since happiness consists in something that is good in itself, people: 
who take the virtues to be at best desirable as mere means to other 
'ends lack the richness of experience one needs in order to arrive at a 
proper conception of the final end. Exposure to cthical phenomena 
and the proper emotional receptivity to such phenomena are among 
the wherewithal one needs in order to make progress in ethical theory. 
But that should not be taken to mean that ethical theory is entirely 
autonomous, that it need not draw on anything that lies outside the 
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childhood experience of welltrained listeners. Ethical experience 
brings us to the realization that the virtues are desirable in themselves; 
but there are other things that are also intrinsically worthwhile— 
friendship, honor, pleasure, and so on—and therefore much work re- 
mains for an inquiry that seeks to discover the highest among these 
ends. A young person who begins a study of ethical theory does not 
yet know which of the many things that are desirable in themselves 
should be elevated to the role of ultimate end. And so he must under- 
take a systematic investigation of the different kinds of goods and their 
relationship to each other. If finding the nature of happiness were sim- 
ply a matter of isting all the intrinsic goods, there would be no need 
10 make comparisons among them and to determine which should 
serve the rest. But Aristotle holds that practical wisdom cannot do with- 
‘out such comparisons.® To arrive at this systematic understanding, 
there is no reason why the student should not look beyond ethical 
experience and beyond the merely human. To elevate one goal above 
all others, one must go beyond childhood habituation, social customs, 
and the simple device of aggregation: One must locate human nature 
in a comprehensive picture of the world. 


Notes 


"This paper presents a beief version of the interpretation 1 put forward in my 
book, Aristotle on the Human Good (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 
1989). 1 will refer to this work hereafter as AHG, For some thoughts and refer. 
‘ences that go beyond the book, see sections 6 and 7 below. 

1. Lill sometimes use Anstotl’s Greek word (conventionally translated. 
"happiness" to remind the reader not to be misled by the connotations of our. 
‘own term. For discussion of this issue, sec AHG p. 1, n. 1; and Richard Kraut, 
"Two Conceptions of Happiness," Pbilosopbical Review 88 (1979): 467-78. 

2 Acconling to W. FR. Mare, "The Final Good in Aristotle's Zibics," in 
Aristotle: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. J. M. E. Moravestk (Garden City, 
NY. Doubleday), pp. 297-322, this is only an occasional insight of the NE; by 
contrast. 1 Ackil, “Anstotle on Eudaimonia,”in Essays on Aristotle's Elics, 
ced. Amelie Rorty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), pp. 15-33, 
argues that Aristotle manages to hold onto this thought through almost the 
‘whole of his treatise, giving it up only in X 7-8. Both Hardie and Ackril believe 
that a contradiction isto be found in the AF. For further reading on this issue, 
sec AHG, pp. 4-5, 0.7 

3. There is an ambiguity here, but it will not matter for our purposes. The 
idea that more goods are better than less might mean: (A) itis always better to 
add another good, provided that in doing so one does not give up, 10 any 
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degree, any good that one already has; or (B) itis always better to add another 
good, eren if in doing so one gives up, to some degree, a good one already 
has. The first principle tells us to opt for variety, provided doing so is costless; 
the second principle tells us to accept smaller quantities of goods in order 10 
increase the number of different types we have. (A) seems hard to resist, 
whereas (B) is open to question. My claim will be that Aristotle's conception 
of the ultimate end does not make use of either (A) or (B). 

4. It is common ground among all students of Aristotle not only that he 
recognizes a variety of goods, but that he takes many of them to be desirable 
in themselves. Among them are honor, pleasure, virtue, and friends (see L7 
1097b2-4, VLI2 1144a1-3, VIILR 11592257). 

5. Here Lam appealing to reading (A), described in note 3. 

6, Mere I make use of reading (B). described in note 5. Admittedly, this 
thesis is more vulnerable to challenge than is (A). 

7. Here and throughout 1 use my own translations. 

8 See L5 1095b30-1096a2, L7 109835-7, L8 1098b30-109947, 1.10 
1100413-14, 1.10 110033. 

9. Here itis important to keep in mind that happiness consists in excellent 
activity not for a brief moment but for a "complete life” (L7 109818; see 100 
X7 1177925) 

10. See 18 1099a31-b7, VIL 13 1153b17-19; Pol. VILI 18288247. 

11. Rhetoric LS 1360014-2 is not an exception, for here Aristotle says he is 
not presenting his own theory but merely listing a number of widely held 
views. Nor is Magna Moralía 1.2 1184a18-19 ("we put together happiness out 
‘of many goods”), since this is compatible with the thesis that happiness con- 
sists in the many kinds of virtuous activity 

12. For references to some of the secondary literature on this problem, see 
AUG, pp. 4-5, 0.7 

13. See X7 1177a15-17, X7 1077b24-5, X8 11787-8. Some translators 
render this "complete" rather than “perfect” happiness. 

14. For a defense of this reading, see David Keyt, "Intellectualism in Aris- 
tolle," in Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy, ed. John P. Anton and Anthony 
Preus (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1983), vol. 2, pp. 364-87. 

15. This is of course one of the major themes of Plato's Gorglas. 

16. An alternative translation would be: "best and most complete,” the em- 
pphasized term implying that the best virtue is the composite of them all, But 
that interpretation is one 1 oppose, since I think Aristotle wrote these words 
in order to anticipate his conclusion that one virtue—theoretical wisdom—is 
best. 

17. See for example Politics VIN.2 1337b15-17: there are certain studies that 
befita free person but that should be learned only toa limited degree. 

18. On the priority of the community 10 any of its parts, see Politics L2 
1253a18-20 and VIIL1 1337427-32. Aristotle's thesis is that when a community 
is reasonably designed to achieve the good of all, then its decision-making 
authority is greater than that of any individual. An egoist can counsel giving the 
state such authority—but in that case civic authority is derived and transferred 
from individuals; this is a modem doctrine and cannot be fit into Aristotle's 
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system. For discussion, see my commentary on Aristotle's Politics Books VII 
and VIII (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 172-73, 

19. For Aristotle's view that practical wisdom requires an understanding of 
both universal and particulars, sce VL7 1141b14-15. For his view that good 
decision-making requires ethical perception, see VIB 1142425-30, VLIZ 
101442930. 

20, For the view that general goals, standards or rules are at best a rough 
guide, but should be set aside whencver ethical perception, taking in the full 
complexity of particular situations, reveals the inadequacy of our general blue- 
print, sce Lawrence Blum, Moral Perception and Partícularity (Cambridge. 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 30-61; Jonathan Dancy, Moral Reasons 
(Oxtord; Blackwell, 1993), pp. 60-108; John McDowell, "Virue and Reason," 
Moníst 62 (1979). 331-50, and Martha C. Nussbaum, "The Discemment of 
Perception," in Love's Knowledge (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 
Such a view is attributed to Aristotle by Nussbaum in the chapter just cited as 
well as in The Fragility of Goodness (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1986), pp. 298-806; see too Nancy Sherman, Tbe Fabric of Character (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1989), pp. 13-55. McDowell also denies that Aristotle pro- 
poses a "blueprint for doing well.” See “Deliberation and Moral Development 
in Aristotle's Ethics,” in Aristotle, Kant, and the Stolcs, ed. Stephen Engstrom 
sand Jennifer Whiting (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 19- 
35, esp. p. 21. Sarah Broadie also denies that Aristotle posits a "Grand End 
her term), See Ebics with Aristotle (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 
Dp. 24-48. For my doubts about her interpretation, see "In Defense of the 
Grand End," Erbics 103 (1993): 361-74. 

21. For a defense of this reading, see Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 
pp. 292, 373-74, For criticism, sce AHG, pp. 60-1, n. 43. 

22. Henry Sklgwick, The Methods of Eibics, 7th ed. (New York: Dover, 1966), 
px. 

23. See Politics VIL2 132467-9, VILLA 1333b12-35, VILIS 1354240-b5, and 
VIlLA 1358b24-58 

24, For such a interpretation, see Jonathan Lear, Aristotle: Tbe Desire 10 
Understand (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); pp. 157, 159, 166, 
170, 193-96, For similar ideas, sec Christine M. Korsgaard, The Sources of Nor- 
‘mativity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 77; John McDow- 
ell, Mind and World (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994), p. 84; 
Bernard Williams, Eibics and the Limits of Philosophy (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1985), p. 51. 1 discuss this issue more fully in "Aristote on 
Method and Moral Education,” in Metbod in Ancient Philosophy, ed. Jyl Gent- 
‘er (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), pp. 271-90. 

25, Several prominent philosophers have recently argued that values cannot 
be meaningfully compared. It is sometimes thought that such comparisons 
would require a common unit of measure, but that there is no such measure. 
Aristotle, by contrast, holds that goods can be compared —indeed, that wisdom 
requires this—even though they are not measurable on a common scale. For 
discussion, see Incommensurability, Incomparability, and Practical Reason, 
ei. Ruth Chang (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997). Chang argues 
persuasively (pp. 1-34) against those who hokd that values are not comparable. 
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A False Doctrine of the Mean 
Rosalind Hursthouse 


Introduction 


Aristotle says that erbike aret2, excellence of character, is a disposition 
in virtue of which we are well disposed in respect of feelings (pathe) 
Feelings are said to be such things as appetites, emotions such as anger. 
and fear, and, in general, all conditions that are attended by pleasure. 
or pain (1105bI9fT). Taken in isolation, this might sound as though 
Aristotle makes excellence of character a merely inner matter, but this. 
is not so. Most feelings involve a desire to perform certain actions, so 
being well disposed in respect of feelings involves being well disposed 
in respect of actions too. The occasions on which the two come apart 
are not relevant to anything I say in this paper so let us concentrate on 
feelings for the moment. 

What it is to be well disposed in respect of feelings is, apparently, 
specified by saying that excellence of character is a disposition (con- 
cerned with feelings) which is in a mean. The thesis that virtue (excel- 
lence of character) is a disposition in a mean is Aristotle's doctrine of 
the mean. 

Whether you think of the doctrine as empty, or interesting, bold, 
and (roughly) true, is partly determined by what you think it is, J. O. 
Urmson* has defended it as the latter, and it is his account of what the 
doctrine is that provides the main stalking-horse in this paper. 

When Urmson gives a summary of Aristotle's account of excellence 
of character, he begins it like this. (Note that he is using “emotion” as 
his translation of pathos.) 
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(1) For each specific excellence of character that we recognise there 
will be some specific emotion whose field itis. 

(2) In the case of each such emotion it is possible to be disposed to 
‘exhibit it to the right amount, which is excellence 


We should note one objection here, which is that Aristotle nowhere 
‘commits himself to the thesis that to each specific excellence of charac- 
ter or virtue there corresponds just one emotion (pathos) whose field 
itis. Indeed, much of his discussion shows that he denies this. 1 shall 
return to this point later 

So far, we have some account of virtue, and itis already quite strong. 
It is at least strong enough to be falsified. The virtue of megalopsuchia 
(magnanimity), although it no doubt involves exhibiting a variety of 
feelings “to the right amount” consists, according to what Aristotle 
himself says, in correct judgement. To be magnanimous is to be well- 
disposed in respect of judgements of one's own worth, neither over- 
nor under-estimating it. Only consequentially is it a matter of being 
well-disposed in respect of feelings, but itis a disposition in respect of 
feelings that virtue is supposed to be? 

Similarly, the virtue of megalopropeia, magnificence, which is con- 
trasted with vulgarity and pettiness, isa virtue which consists in correct 
Judgement. The magnificent man judges correctly that the expense is. 
worthy of the result and the result of the expense; the vulgar and the 
petty constantly get this judgement wrong, 

So the account even so far is not true of all the virtues. For all that, it 
might be true of most of them, and, if it were, it would be an interesting 
account. But it is not yet an account that could be called a doctrine of 
a mean. For we could add to (1) and (2) no more than 


(Ba) In the case or cach such emotion (feeling) it is possible to be 
disposed to exhibit or feel it to a wrong extent, as one should 
not, which is a vice, a defect 


and claim no more than that to each virtue there corresponds at least. 
one vice. 

This claim itself is a strong one and we should pause to consider it. 
Suppose that it is truc—isn't it a surprising truth that calls for some 
explanation? Why should there be at least one vice corresponding to 
each virtue? If we found that, as a matter of fact, when we drew up a 
list of virtue words, we could draw up a list of corresponding vice 
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words, that itself would be a sufficiently striking fact to call for explana. 
tion. If, in line with Aristotle's own procedure, we maintained that vices 
do not necessarily have names, and sometimes said that there is a cer- 
tain vice even if there is no word for it and no one (or no one sane) 
‘ever has the vice, the call for an explanation seems even more pressing. 
What makes us so sure? 

A sketch of the explanation of the fact (for I think it is a fact) that to. 
each virtue there corresponds at least one vice, has recently been 
given, in a different context, by Philippa Foot. She has argued that “the 
virtues are corrective, each one standing at a point at which there is 
some temptation to be resisted or deficiency to be made good.”* Cour: 
age and temperance, she says, exist as virtues because human nature. 
happens to be such that fear, and the desire for pleasure, often operate 
as temptations. Justice and charity exist as virtues because there is a 
deficiency of motivation in most of us to be made good. We happen 
not to be as much attached to the good of others, or their rights, as we 
are to our own. 

Mrs, Foot's thesis is not restricted to those vices that clearly consist 
in being disposed to exhibit or feel an emotion to the wrong extent, as 
‘one should not, but it clearly applies to them. The thesis is still tenta- 
tive and sketchy but 1 think it is very promising and just the sort of 
thesis one needs to explain why to each virtue there corresponds at 
least one vice. The explanation is located in exactly the right place—in 
facts about human nature, about how we go on. A particularly attractive 
aspect of the thesis is that it suggests an explanation of why, in some. 
cases, several vices might correspond to one virtue. One virtue, upheld 
as an ideal, might serve to correct several dangerous tendencies all at 
once, 

1 have spent a little time on this point in order to make the next 
point clearer. 1 said that (3a) does not yield anything that deserves to 
be called a doctrine of a mean. This comes in only when we add some- 
thing like 


(b) One's character may err in to opposed ways 


as Urmson does. Now this is, 1 think, definitely false, but the point I 
want to make here is that, if it were true, its truth would be a deeply 
mysterious fact. That to each virtue there corresponds at least one vice 
is an odd fact, but one for which we can imagine an explanation. But 
that to each virtue there should correspond precisely two vices, neither 
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more nor less—what kind of explanation could there be of this extraor- 
dinary mathematical symmetry? What could there be about our lives. 
and the way we conduct them, about our feelings and our dispositions 
10 have those feelings, that necessitated such a symmetry? 

‘The problem is made even worse by the idea that each pair of vices 
is a pair of opposed vices. I havent yet said in what way they are meant 
to be opposed, and to complete the Urmsonian view of Aristotle’s doc- 
ine of the mean, (3b) should be replaced by something which speci- 
fies the opposition (and also preserves the connexion with emotion or 
feeling). Hence 


(30) In the case of each such emotion it is possible to have an exces- 
sive or deficient disposition with respect to it: (or perhaps—in 
the case of each such emotion it is possible to be disposed 
to exhibit or feel it either too much, excessively, or too little, 
deficiently). 


Lam not sure whether Aristote does maintain the thesis of (3b) and 
(80). Much of Book 2 suggests that he does; but there he disarmingly 
says thar he is talking in outline only, and much of the detailed discus: 
sion of the particular virtues in Books 3 and 4 shows that he is aware. 
that both (3b) and (&) are, in fact, false. However, there are more 
elaborate versions of the doctrine of the mean which are not merely 
false but extremely silly, and 1 am sure that Aristotle did not always 
hold them. 

More elaborate versions arise from filling out "excess" and "defi- 
ciency,” “too much” and “too little" It is worth noting that we cannot 
find any detailed specification of how to fill them out in Aristotle. To 
get such a specification we must leave him and turn to, for example, 
Urmson, who unbesitatingly commits himself to the following: 


(4) “Too much” includes “on too many occasions" and similar pos- 
sibilities as well as "too violently”; "too little" includes "on too 
few occasions" and similar possibilities as well as "too weakly."* 


The "similar possibilities" are given earlier. "One may exhibit an emo- 
tion too often or 100 rarely; about too many or too few things; toward 
100 many or too few people; for too many or too few reasons." 1 take 
it that, given that he holds (4), Urmson would specify what itis to have 
a disposition in a mean in the following way: 


A False Doctrine of the Mean 109 


(5) To have a disposition regarding a certain emotion in a mean is 
10 be disposed to exhibit or feel that emotion neither too often 
nor too rarely; about or toward neither too many nor too few 
objects or people, for neither too many nor too few reasons, 
neither too strongly nor too weakly 


and that he would regard that as being equivalent to Aristotle's state- 
ment of what it is to have a disposition in a mean, namely 


(Sa) To have a disposition regarding a certain emotion in a mean is 
to be disposed to exhibit or feel that emotion on the right occa- 
sions, about or towards the right objects or people, for the right 
reasons, in the right manner. 


Jt may be that Urmson's way is the only way to fill out "too much" 
and “too little"; about that Tam not sure. If it s the only way then in 
so far as Aristotle committed himself to (3c) he committed himself to 
nonsense. His saving grace will then be inconsistency, for he very rarely 
lapses into the nonsensical (4) and (5), and, even when he does, does 
not do so wholeheartedly. What he usually does is operate straightfor- 
wardly within the terms of (5a), using the concept dei—right object, 
right occasion, right reason, or the very general hös dei, as one should, 
without any suggestion that this concept can either be captured by, or 
can necessarily generate, concepts of too much or too lile. 

The idea that the concept of the right reason could be captured by 
specifying it as a mean between too many and too few reasons has only 
to be stated to be seen as absurd. What I want to illustrate in what 
follows is that right object and right occasion similarly cannot be spect- 
fied as means, and that, more generally, some vices that correspond to 
the virtues of temperance, courage, and what is usually translated as 
"patience" or “gentleness"—the right disposition with respect to 
anger—cannot be understood as dispositions to exhibit or feel an emo- 
tion (a pathos) too much or too little 


Temperance 


‘There is a fairly obvious quibble to be made about there being a spe- 
cific emotion or feeling to be the field of temperance, namely that the 
appetite for physical pleasure need not be an appetite for food and 
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drink and sex. Some people are temperate with respect to sex but 
not with respect to food and drink and vice versa: some people are 
intemperate only with respect to drink and so on. 

‘Though I think this is an unimportant quibble in this context, 1 want 
10 discuss temperance with respect to food and drink by itself first 
because it raises problems that become especially acute when we tum 
16 temperance with respect to sex. 


Temperance witb Respect to Food and Drink 


“In the case of natural desires, few people go wrong, and only in 
one way, in the direction of 100 much" (1118b16-17). "The licentious 
display excess in every form" (1118b24-5). How literal is the talk of 
"excess" and "too much” here? Aristotle says licentious people go 
wrong “in enjoying the wrong objects" (11 1823-4), that "they enjoy 
things itis wrong to enjoy" (1118b25-6). Are we to understand this as 
saying that they enjoy too many objects? 

Some things are naturally wrong objects for appetite, for example 
foetuses, raw meat, human flesh, charcoal and earth. (Book 7, chap. v.) 
But the licentious man does not err in virtue of enjoying these sorts of 
things; only the brutish and the mad eat them. What else could wrong 
objects be? 

Ti is initially very plausible to say that "wrong objects" just are "too 
many objects." The licentious man enjoys too many courses, too many 
pints; he eats and drinks until he is full 10 bursting, thus exceeding his 
natural limit (111861718), that is, he eats the right amount and then 
some. Moreover, he does not do this only on the rare occasions when 
it is necessary (as it might be if one wasn't going to eat again for forty- 
ight hours) but on all those occasions and then some—on too many 
occasions. And whenever he does it he enjoys it more than he 
shoukd—00 much. Moreover, all these excesses seem to be the natural 
outcome of not desiring physical pleasure to the right extent but too 
much 

So far, so good. "Wrong objects," "wrong occasions," "wrong man- 
ner” are all captured by “too . . " and the Urmsonian doctrine of the 
mean applies. 

But so far temperance seems important for preserving health and 
not particularly important otherwise A licentious person, one who de- 
sires physical pleasure too much, will simply be a greedy person who, 
if not forced to be sensible, will make himself fat and alcoholic. But it 
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is clear that Aristotle thinks licentiousness leads, not merely to ill health 
but to other vices. Sopbrosune, thought which saves, saves one not 
merely from the defect of ill health but from vice in general (1140612) 
Why is this so? 

The significant difference between the temperate and the licentious 
‘seems to be this. The temperate man not only avoids pleasures which 
are incompatible with health, but also pleasures which are dishon- 
‘ourable (contrary to what is alos, 1119a15~18). The licentious man 
disregards these limitations (1119319) and enjoys not only unhealthy 
excessive guzzling but also things which are odious (míseta) 
(1118026). 

Odious things are presumably contrary to what is kalos, and are 
things it is wrong to enjoy. But what can these wrong objects be, given 
that they are something other than unhealthily excessive extra help- 
ings, and presumably not unnatural objects such as foetuses and earth? 
Aristotle does not tell us but I think we can casily imagine examples, 
‘The best way to recognise this particular sort of wrong object is to 
distinguish, as Aristotle does not, two quite different ways in which 
someone might become and be licentious. Let us imagine the likely 
effects of two different sorts of upbringing, 

Suppose we have one person who was brought up by greedy, gour- 
mand parents who encouraged their child to eat too much, but who 
also brought him up to be polite, considerate, unselfish and fair, That 
is, they brought him up to delight in food and drink (though not in 
health) but also to delight in acting fairly, generously and considerately. 
Now I imagine that someone brought up this way is likely to turn out 
to be one of those fat, jovial, generous, scrupulously fair people who 
are indeed the despair of their doctors, but the delight of their friends, 

Now let us think of another person, brought up, say, by a dietictan 
and a doctor, who believe in the law of the jungle and arming their 
child to fight in it. They taught him how 10 preserve his health, but 
nothing about being fair, generous or considerate. 1 imagine that he is 
likely to turn out to be slim, healthy and wicked. He will not scruple to 
take my food if he has a (healthily moderate) desire for it, even if Lam 
starving; he will happily cheat fellow soldiers out of their rations on 
campaign. He does such things in pursuit of physical pleasure, having 
been taught to delight in nothing but health and satisfying his own 
desires where these are not incompatible with it 

Both these people are licentious according to what Aristotle says 
about licentiousness, but it is clear that they are licentious in very differ- 
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‘ent ways. The fat jovial person does indeed have an “excessive disposi- 
ion”; he eats and drinks too much, too often, enjoys it too much. His. 
“wrong objects” are “too many objects.” But he is not disposed to 
pursue pleasures that are dishonourable or odious. The slim wicked. 
person, on the other hand, does not have an excessive disposition but 
nevertheless he is licentious and enjoys things it is wrong to enjoy— 
not wrong because they are excessive and unhealthy, but just plain 
‘wrong, dishonourable, what one should not enjoy 

1 think Aristode overlooked the possibility of being brought up to 
the healthily moderate but wicked. Moreover, I think he assumes that 
anyone who has been brought up greedy must inevitably become 
grecdier and greedier until, almost maddened by the desire for physical 
pleasure, he will cease to care about the limitations imposed by the 
‘other virtues and get out of the habit of being generous, fair and so on. 
(cf. 111968-12) But even if this assumption were true, it would guaran- 
tee that licentiousness was an excess, and that "a wrong object" was 
“at least one object too many” only by fortuitous overlap. Some of the 
wrong objects which the greedy and wicked person enjoyed would still 
be wrong simply in so far as they were contrary to what is honourable; 
if they were cases of excess this would be accidental 

1t might be thought that there is something perverse, or at least very 
un-Aristotelian about calling "the food someone else needs” or “other 
people's rations" wrong objects which the licentious man goes wrong 
in enjoying. But it seems to me they are exactly the sorts of examples. 
we need in order to capture the idea that the licentious man disregards 
the limits set by what ts honourable. Moreover, we find that this sort 
of idea of a wrong object becomes essential when we turn to temper- 
ance with respect to sex 


Temperance with Respect to Sex 


When Aristotle actually specifies the wrong actions that licentious- 
ness disposes one to commit, he specifies (unhealthy) excessive guz- 
zling with respect to food and drink, and adultery with respect to sex, 
This is mentioned four times (111742, 1129621, 113024f, 1130a29f) 
and I used to find this odd— mean, why adultery in particular? But 
then I found that “It was moikbeia, ‘adultery’ to seduce the wife, wid- 
‘owed mother, unmarried daughter, sister or niece of a citizen”? and 
then it made more sense. 

One might plausibly say that any man who seduced the wives and 
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widowed mothers and unmarried daughters etc. of citizens must be a 
man greedy for sexual pleasures, and, as in the case of greed with re- 
spect to food and drink, we can maintain that such a man will be dis- 
posed to enjoy too many women, too often, too intensely—more than. 
the temperate man—and all because he desires sexual pleasure 100 
much. (There is probably the same connexion with health; it seems 
likely that Aristotle would believe that there is an excess of sexual activ- 
ity which is unhealthy.) 

Some people are greedy for sexual pleasure, and in such cases we 
can make good sense of licentiousness being a form of excess. There 
is a corresponding deficiency, for we may speak of people as being 
unnaturally or unhealthily indifferent to sexual pleasure. But cases of 
excess may well be rare though licentiousness with respect to sex be 
common. A man who commits “adultery” just once has done an act 
which “connotes depravity” and is "simply wrong” (1107a10fM). He 
oes wrong in enjoying something itis wrong to enjoy, and this wrong, 
object is not "unhealthily excessive sexual activity" or one woman over 
the eight, but intercourse with someone it is “adulterous,” and hence 
dishonourable, 10 have intercourse with. (Of course, someone might 
‘commit adultery for gain not for pleasure; but /f he does it for pleasure 
[however minimal] rather than for gain, he counts as licentious 
11130225-30].) 

No doubt it is often the case that excessively lustful people are im- 
pelled by their excessive desire to commit “adultery.” And then, per- 
haps, by fortuitous overlap, each "wrong object” will happen to be "at 
least one object 100 many.” But itis certain that excessive lust is not 
necessary. t might be that one had moderate, or even unnaturally low, 
sexual drive. But if one has any sexual drive at all and cares naught for 
what is honourable, then one will be disposed to commit licentious 
acts of “adultery.” So having a licentious disposition is not necessarily 
a matter of having excessive sexual desire: someone could have his 
disposition with respect to sexual desire in a mean. or deficient, and 
still be licentious. He will be licentious just in so far as, for example, he 
sees sex solely in terms of satisfying his own healthy desires, or in terms 
of fun, as if it were not connected to anything else in life. And when he 
enjoys something it is wrong to enjoy, this wrong object will not be 
‘one object too many, nor (assuming he és licentious, not brutish) an 
Unnatural object, but an object which the temperate man would not 
pursue in similar circumstances because the pleasure would be dishon- 
ourable. 
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Courage 


As with temperance, there is a fairly obvious quibble to be made about 
there being one specific emotion or feeling which is the field of cour- 
age, namely that Aristotle himself specifies two—fear and confidence. 
One can attempt 10 preserve the thesis by maintaining that Aristotle 
has confused two distinct virtues, courage and caution, and Urmson, 
in support of his own position, and in line with several other commen- 
tators" does just this. For reasons too lengthy to go into here (but 
see David Pears, “Aristotle's Analysis of Courage," Midwest Studies in 
Philosophy, M 1978), I think this is a mistake. But I can make the points 
1 want to make without begging this question, so 1 shall follow Urmson 
in discussing only fear, in relation to courage 

The cowardly err on the side of "excess"; they are disposed to ex- 
hibit fear "too much." Once again, how literal is this talk of "excess" 
and "too much” here? Is fearing the wrong objects on the wrong occa- 
sions a matter of Fearing (00 many 100 often? 

It is noteworthy that Aristotle begins his discussion of courage by 
stating baklly that fearing the righ objects as part of being upright and 
decent is a matter of fearing e.g, disgrace. He goes on to specify the 
other things its right to fear which are the concern of the courageous 
man, and these right objects are picked out without any reference or 
covert appeal to any notion of the mean. There are some things it is 
natural for men to fear and a kind of thing that we describe as being. 
beyond human endurance; these things are the ones itis right to fear 
and they are these three—death, great pain and fairly extensive physi 
cal damage 

So fearing the right objects is fearing just those three things and 
fearing the wrong objects is fearing anything else. It is true that most 
cowards will fear those three things and then some; that is, they will 
fear some wrongs things just in so far as they fear more things than the 
courageous man does, ie. too many. But, as in the case of temperance, 
this is a matter of fortuitous overlap. Just suppose that although I fear 
the dark, enclosed spaces and mice, 1 do not fear death, pain or physi- 
cal damage. (This is not an entirely silly supposition given the phobias 
people genuinely have.) Then, given that it is death and so on, rather 
than mice and so on, that create the problem on the battlefield, it 
seems that whatever defect or vice I have, it is not cowardice, On the 
contrary, despite my fear of mice and so on, my defect is more like 
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fearlessness—not because I fear too few objects (I fear as many as the 
courageous man), but because I do not fear the right ones. 

Fearing the right objects is not a matter of fearing, say, three, some 
figure in a mean between two or less and four or more; it is a matter. 
of fearing death, pain and physical damage. Hence, a corresponding 
vice is not a matter of fearing 100 many or too few objects, but simply 
a matter of fearing anything other than the right ones, or not fearing 
the right ones. The imaginary "fearless phobic" certainly fails to fear 
the right objects, but he is neither excessive nor deficient. (Or, if you 
like, he is both.) 

What about fearing things “on the wrong occasions"? Is this a matter 
of fearing things too often or too seldom? Only accidentally. Any time 
you fear a wrong object you have felt fear on a wrong occasion. By 
fortuitous overlap, a coward who fears the three right things and then. 
some (the dark, mice) will indeed feel fear more often than the coura- 
geous man, ie. too often. But without the fortuitous overlap, this is 
not guaranteed. If 1 spend my life safely in the welt, mouse-free bat- 
Vefield 1 may, if 1 do mot fear the three right things, hardly ever feel 
fear at all. But I shall still do so "on the wrong occasion" if 1 do. 

 Mutatis mutandis, the same can be said for "wrong amount." Any 
time I feel any fear towards a wrong object I have felt a wrong amount; 
this is not because there is a right amount of fear to feel which I over- 
shoot, but simply because wrong object guarantees both wrong occa- 
sion and wrong amount. 

What about fearing the right things the right or wrong amount? 1 
submit that we cannot maintain that fearing death etc. "the right 
amount" is fearing them somewhere between too much and too lite. 
What fearing death "the right amount" comes to is fearing death the 
right way, and what that comes to is fearing an ignoble dishonourable 
death but not fearing an honourable one. And the same, I think, applies, 
to fearing great pain or damage "the right amount.” 


The Background Assumptions 


Why does Aristotle talk in terms of excess and deficiency, too 
and too . . . at all? Why should he not rest content with saying that 
men may go wrong in countless ways, but hit the target and achieve 
excellence in only one (11060301) rather than even suggesting that, 
for each virtue, there are just two opposed ways of going wrong? 
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1 think the explanation of this lies in the fact that, in some cases, he 
is making certain background assumptions about how we are, 

‘The assumption in the case of courage is, roughly, that all (sane) 
human beings fall somewhere on a range that goes from fearing almost 
everything, to fearing almost nothing, and passes through sensibly fear- 
ing death, pain and damage. Now, as a matter of fact, this assumption 
is generally true—the sorts of phobias I mentioned are rare and even 
more rarely, if ever, combined with a lack of fear of death etc. This 
rather general fact about us provides the explanation I said earlier was 
needed of why, to the virtue of courage, there correspond just two 
vices. The explanation is—thar's just the way we happen to be; we just 
do go wrong in these two ways. Similarly, the explanation of why the 
two vices should be opposed, as excess to deficiency is—that's just the 
way things happen to turn out; fear works that way with us. The possi- 
bility of the “fearless phobic” shows that things might have been other- 
wise. If he were as common as the cowardly and the fearless, there 
would be three vices not two; if the and the cowardly were common 
and no-one was fearless, there would be two vices but they would not 
be opposed ones. 

Since the assumption is roughly true, it is roughly true that to have 
the virtue of courage is to have one's disposition regarding fear in a 
mean. But courage is not a virtue because i is a disposition in a mean; 
and cowardice and fearlessness are not vices because they are excessive 
‘or deficient dispositions. This is 10 bet the order of explanation the 
wrong way round. Courage is a virtue because it is having the right 
disposition with respect to fear; cowardice and fearlessness are vices 
because they are both wrong dispositions with respect to fear. And it 
so happens that they can be called excessive or deficient; it so happens 
that they involve exhibiting fear too, 

Aristotle's assumption in the case of temperance is roughly, that all 
sane human beings fall on a range that goes (in theory) from being 
utterly indifferent to the pleasures of food, drink and sex, to being 
utterly consumed by the desire for them, and conveniently passes 
through being healthily interested and sensible about the relative im- 
portance of satisfying our own physical desires and other considera- 
tions, 

If we were like that, then indeed temperance would have exactly two 
corresponding opposed vices, and that we were this way would explain 
why. But, as I have suggested, this assumption is manifestly false. The 
way we are guarantees that to the virtue of temperance there corre- 
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spond at least the following vices—ordinary gluttony, drunkenness, las- 
civiousness, and a particular lack of scruple. The former may be called 
excesses: the latter is neither an excess nor a deficiency. 


Patience 


Now although Aristotle makes this sort of assumption about human 
beings in the case of courage and temperance, he does not do so in 
the case of all the other virtues. Interestingly enough it is Urmson, not 
Aristotle, who makes the (as it happens) false assumption about human. 
beings which is required to guarantee that the right disposition with 
respect to anger is a disposition in a mean. Urmson says: 


The man whose character is such that he feels only mild annoyance at a 
trivial slight and is enraged by torture (of his wife?) has a character which 
is in a mean between one which exhibits rage on trivial as teell as impor. 
tant occasions and one which can coolly contemplate the greatest out- 
rages." (My italics) 


Note that here we must assume that the man who can coolly contem- 
plate the greatest outrages is also someone who coolly contemplates 
trivial slights, in order to make sense of the first man's character as 
being in a mean. But there is the rub—why should we assume any such 
thing? 

If we assume that human beings mostly fall on a range that goes 
from being angered by nearly everything (the trivial and the important) 
to being angered by hardly anything (neither the trivial nor the impor- 
tant) and conveniently passes through being angered by the important 
but not by the trivial, then we could indeed say that praotes, patience, 
like courage, is a disposition that lies in a mean between excess and 
deficiency. But the assumption is false. The defect many of us have is. 
to be angered by the trivial and of by the important, or by the trivial 
and just those few important things that touch us very nearly. 

As Urmson’s own use of “trivial” and "important" implicitly recog: 
nises, Aristotle's talk about getting angry at the right (or wrong) objects 
is quite independent of any notion of excess and deficiency. Someone 
‘who gets angry about the wrong objects can easily be someone who 
fails to get angry about the right ones. Someone who is bad tempered 
might well be angry less often with fewer objects than someone who is 
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constantly enraged by say injustices, but because these objects are 
wrong objects, such as tin openers and people disagreeing with him, 
we call him bad tempered. A person who hasn't grasped the idea of 
the right objects of anger, will, like the “fearless phobic,” be neither 
excessive nor deficient, or, if you like, both. 

As in the case of fear, getting angry about a wrong object will auto- 
‘matically guarantee that one is angry on a wrong occasion, to a wrong 
extent, and only fortuitous overlap will guarantee that each wrong oc- 
casion is a case of at least once too often. Similarly, failing to get angry 
about a wrong object will be not getting angry on a right occasion, and 
only fortuitous overlap will guarantee that this is a case of once 100 
seldom, 


Conclusion 


Urmson says that "Aristotle . . . fails to notice that it is possible, if. 
unlikely, that one's character should exhibit deficiency in some respect, 
the mean in others, and excess in others, even with regard to a single 
specific excellence, "^ and 1 find this an odd remark for two reasons. 

One is that itis so clearly false. Regarding anger, Aristotle says “the 
excess occurs in respect of all the circumstances, with the wrong peo- 
ple, for the wrong reasons, more than is right . . . ; but of course these 
conditions do not all attach to the same subject” (11269) and he 
explicitly contrasts the irascible, who stop quickly, with the bitter, who 
keep up their anger too long. He also acknowledges the same complex- 
ity when he discusses liberality (which Urmson does not mention); the 
prodigal, he says, go too far in giving and fall short in receiving... thus 
the faults of prodigality are hardly ever found together (112121211). 

‘The other thing 1 find odd about Urmson's remark is that he does 
not seem to realise that, according to him, it must amount to "Aristotle 
falls to notice that the doctrine of the mean is false." For according to 
him, the doctrine of the mean requires at least the mysterious 3b, that 
‘one’s character may err in two, exactly two, opposed ways, and this. 
is admitted to be false as soon as one admits more than two vices 
corresponding to a virtue. 

Of course it is true that, even if, like Aristotle, one does recognise 
more than two vices corresponding to a virtue, one could try to de- 
scribe them all in terms of “too . ..”. The irascible are too violent; the 
bitter are angry for 100 long; the irritable are angered too often (by 100 
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many objects?). Perhaps it is the apparent possibility of doing this that 
continues to entice people into believing that there is some truth in 
some quasi-Urmsonian doctrine of the mean. But this is an illusion. To 
many of the virtues there correspond vices which consist simply in 
being disposed to feelings about wrong objects, as I have illustrated. 
The objects are not "too many" or "too few,” but just plain wrong; the 
vices are not excesses or deficiencies but just ways of going wrong. The 
fact that many vices can be characterised in terms of "too .. "isa fact 
that has its own interest, but it does not serve to support the doctrine 
of the mean. 


Notes 


1. J. O. Unnson, “Aristotle's Doctrine of the Mean," American Philosophi: 
cal Quarterly (1973), 

2. Urmson, p. 226 

3. Compare W. P. R. Hardie, " Magnanimity in Aristotle's Ethics," Phrone- 
sis (1978), 

4. Philippa Foot, Virtues and Vices (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1978), p. 8 

5. Urmson, p. 225. 

6, Urmson, p. 226. 

7. Urmson, p. 225. 

8. And itis clearly this second sort of licentiousness that inevitably brings 
the other vices in its train. 

9. K.J. Dover, Greek Popular Morality (1974), p. 209. 

10, Eg. David Ross, 

11. Urmson, p. 225. 

12. Urmson, p. 225 

13. And sce also the Eudemian Fibics, 1232a10-15, where Aristotle goes. 
‘even further and rightly distinguishes the man who has strong feelings about 
‘small amounts as a special case of meanness, thus admitting at least three sorts 
ofiliberality. 


Copyrighted material 


6 


Virtue and Reason 
John McDowell 


1, Presumably the point of, say, inculcating a moral outlook lies in a 
concern with how people live. It may seem that the very idea of a moral 
‘outlook makes room for, and requires, the existence of moral theory, 
conceived as a discipline which seeks to formulate acceptable pri 
ples of conduct. It is then natural to think of ethics as a branch of 
philosophy related to moral theory, so conceived, rather as the philos- 
‘ophy of science is related to science. On this view, the primary topic of 
ethics is the concept of right conduct, and the nature and justification 
of principles of behaviour. If there is a place for an interest in the con- 
cept of virtue, it is a secondary place. Virtue is a disposition (perhaps 
of a specially rational and self-conscious kind) to behave rightly; the 
nature of virtue is explained, as it were, from the outside in. 

My aim is to sketch the outlines of a different view, to be found in the 
philosophical tradition which flowers in Aristotle's ethics. According to 
this different view, although the point of engaging in ethical reflection 
still lies in the interest of the question "How should one live?",! that 
question is necessarily approached via the notion ofa virtuous person 


A conception of right conduct is grasped, as it were, from the inside 
out 


2.1 shall begin with some considerations which make it attractive to 
say, with Socrates, that virtue is knowledge. 

What is it for someone to possess a virtue? “Knowledge” implies 
that he gets things right; if we are to go any distance towards finding, 
plausibility in the Socratic thesis, it is necessary to start with examples 
whose status as virtues, and hence as states of character whose pos- 
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sessor arrives at right answers to a certain range of questions about. 
how to behave, is not likely to be queried. 1 shall use the example of 
kindness; anyone who disputes its claim to be a virtue should substi- 
tute a better example of his own. (The objectivity which “knowledge” 
implies will recur later) 

A kind person can be relied on to behave kindly when that is what 
the situation requires. Moreover, his reliably kind behaviour is not the 
‘outcome of a blind, non-rational habit or instinct, like the courageous 
behaviour—so called only by courtesy—of a lioness defending her 
Cubs. Rather, that the situation requires a certain sort of behaviour is. 
(one way of formulating) his reason for behaving in that way, on each 
of the relevant occasions, So it must be something of which, on each 
Of the relevant occasions, he is aware. A kind person has a reliable. 
sensitivity to a certain sort of requirement which situations impose on 
behaviour, The deliverances of a reliable sensitivity are cases of knowl- 
edge; and there are idioms according 10 which the sensitivity itself can 
appropriately be described as knowledge: a kind person knows what it 
is like to be confronted with a requirement of kindness. The sensitivity 
is, we might say, a sort of perceptual capacity." 

(Of course a kind person need not himself classify the behaviour he 
sees to be called for, on one of the relevant occasions, as kind. He need. 
not be articulate enough to possess concepts of the particular virtues; 
and even if he does, the concepts need not enter his reasons for the 
actions which manifest those particular virtues. It is enough if he thinks 
of what he does, when—as we put it—he shows himself to be kind, 
under some such description as "the thing to do." The description. 
need not differ from that under which he thinks of other actions of his, 
which we regard as manifesting different virtues; the division into ac- 
tions which manifest kindness and actions which manifest other virtues 
can be imposed, not by the agent himself, but by a possibly more artic- 
ulate, and more theoretically oriented, observer.) 

The considerations adduced so far suggest that the knowledge con- 
stituted by the reliable sensitivity is a necessary condition for posses- 
sion of the virtue. But they do not show that the knowledge is, as in 
the Socratic thesis, to be identified with the virtue. A preliminary case 
Tor the identification might go as follows. On each of the relevant occa- 
sions, the requirement imposed by the situation, and detected by the 
agent's sensitivity to such requirements, must exhaust his reason for 
acting as he does. It would disqualify an action from counting as a 
manifestation of kindness if its agent needed some extraneous incen- 
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tive to compliance with the requirement—say, the rewards of a good. 
reputation. So the deliverances of his sensitivity constitute, one by one, 
complete explanations of the actions which manifest the virtue. Hence, 
since the sensitivity fully accounts for its deliverances, the sensitivity 
fully accounts for the actions. But the concept of the virtue is the con- 
cept of a state whose possession accounts for the actions which mani- 
fest it Since that explanatory role is filled by the sensitivity, the 
sensitivity turns out to be what the virtue is.* 

That is a preliminary case for the identification of particular virtues 
with, as it were, specialized sensitivities to requirements. Mutatís mu- 
tandis, a similar argument applies to virtue in general, Indeed, in the 
context of another Socratic thesis, that of the unity of virtue, virtue in 
general is what the argument for identification with knowledge really 
concerns; the specialized sensitivities which are to be equated with 
particular virtues, according to the argument considered so far, are ac- 
tually not available one by one for a series of separate identifications, 

‘What makes this plausible is the attractive idea that a virtue issues in 
nothing but right conduct. Suppose the relevant range of behaviour, in 
the case of kindness, is marked out by the notion of proper attentive- 
ness to others’ feelings. Now sometimes acting in such a way as to 
indulge someone’s feelings is not acting rightly: the morally important 
fact about the situation is not that A will be upset by a projected action 
(though he will), but, say, that B has a right—a consideration of a sort 
sensitivity to which might be thought of as constituting fairness. In 
such a case, a straightforward propensity to be gentle to others’ fecl- 
ings would not lead to right conduct. If a genuine virtue is to produce 
nothing but right conduct, a simple propensity to be gentle cannot be 
identified with the virtue of kindness. Possession of the virtue must 
involve not only sensitivity to facts about others’ feelings as reasons for 
acting in certain ways, but also sensitivity to facts about rights as rea- 
sons for acting in certain ways; and when circumstances of both sorts 
obtain, and a circumstance of the second sort is the one that should 
bbe acted on, a possessor of the virtue of kindness must be able to tell 
that that is so.’ So we cannot disentangle genuine possession of kind- 
ness from the sensitivity which constitutes fairness. And since there are 
obviously no limits on the possibilities for compresence, in the same 
situation, of circumstances of the sorts proper sensitivities to which 
constitute all the virtues, the argument can be generalized: no one vir: 
tue can be fully possessed except by a possessor of all of them, that is, 
a possessor of virtue in general. Thus the particular virtues are not a 
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batch of independent sensitivities. Rather, we use the concepts of the 
panicular virtues to mark similarities and dissimilarities among the 
manifestations of a single sensitivity which is what virtue, in general, is: 
an ability to recognize requirements which situations impose on one's 
behaviour, It is a single complex sensitivity of this sort which we are 
aiming to instil when we aim to inculcate a moral outlook. 


3. There is an apparent obstacle to the identification of virtue with 
knowledge. The argument for the identification requires that the deliv- 
erances of the sensitivity—the particular pieces of knowledge with 
which it equips its possessor—should fully explain the actions which 
manifest virtue. But it is plausible that appropriate action need not be 
elicited by a consideration apprehended as a reason—even a conclu- 
sive reason—for acting in a certain way. That may seem to open the 
following possibility: a person's perception of a situation may precisely 
match what a virtuous person's perception of it would be, although he 
does not act as the virtuous person would. But if a perception which 
corresponds to the virtuous person's does not call forth a virtuous ac- 
tion from this non-virtuous person, then the virtuous person's match- 
ing perception—the deliverance of his sensitivity—cannot, after all, 
fully account for the virtuous action which it does elicit from him. 
Whatever is missing, in the case of the person who does not act virtu- 
‘ously, must be present as an extra component, over and above the 
deliverance of the sensitivity, in a complete specification of the reason 
why the virtuous person acts as he does.* That destroys the identifica- 
tion of virtue with the sensitivity. According to this line of argument, 
the sensitivity can be at most an ingredient in a composite state which 
is what virtue really is. 

If we are to retain the identification of virtue with knowledge, then, 
by contraposition, we are committed to denying that a virtuous per- 
son's perception of a situation can be precisely matched in someone 
who, in that situation, acts otherwise than virtuously. Socrates seems 
to have supposed that the only way to embrace this commitment is in 
terms of ignorance, so that, paradoxically, failure to act as a virtuous 
person would cannot be voluntary, at least under that description. But 
there isa less extreme possibility, sketched by Aristotle.” This is to allow. 
that someone who fails to act virtuously may, in a way, perceive what a 
virtuous person would, so that his failure to do the right thing is not 
inadvertent; but 10 insist that his failure occurs only because his ap- 
preciation of what he perceives is clouded, or unfocused, by the impact. 
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of a desire to do otherwise. This preserves the identification of virtue 
with a sensitivity; contrary to the counter-argument, nothing over and 
above the unclouded deliverances of the sensitivity is needed to ex- 
plain the actions which manifest virtue. It is not that some extra explan- 
arory factor, over and above the deliverances of the sensitivity, 
conspires with them to elicit action from the virtuous person, but 
rather that the other person's failure to act in that way is accounted for 
by a defectiveness in the approximations to those deliverances which 
he has 

It would be a mistake to protest that one can fail to act on a reason, 
and even on a reason judged by oneself 10 be better than any reason 
which one has for acting otherwise, without there needing to be any 
clouding or distortion in one’s appreciation of the reason which one 
flouts.* That is true; but to suppose it constitutes an objection to Aris- 
totle is to fail to understand the special nature of the conception of 
virtue which generates Aristotle's interest in incontinence. 

‘One way to bring out the special nature of the conception is to now 
that, for Aristotle, continence is distinct from virtue, and just as prob- 
Jematic as incontinence. If someone needs to overcome an inclination. 
to act otherwise, in getting himself to act as, say, temperance or cour- 
age demand, then he shows not virtue but (mere) continence, Suppose. 
we take it that a virtuous person's judgment as to what he should do 
is arrived at by weighing, on the one side, some reason for acting in a 
way that will in fact manifest, say, courage, and, on the other side, a 
reason for doing something else (say a risk to life and limb, as a reason 
for running away), and deciding that on balance the former reason is 
the better. In that case, the distinction between virtue and continence 
will seem unintelligible. If the virtuous person allows himself to weigh 
the present danger, as a reason for running away, why should we not 
picture the weighing as his allowing himself to feel an inclination to 
run away, of a strength proportional to the weight which he allows 10 
the reason? So long as he keeps the strength of his inclinations in line 
with the weight which he assigns to the reasons, his actions will con: 
form to his judgment as to where, on balance, the better reason lies; 
‘what more can we require for virtue? (Perhaps that the genuinely cou: 
rageous person simply does not care about his own survival? But Aris- 
totle is rightly anxious to avert this misconception) The distinction 
becomes intelligible if we stop assuming that the virtuous person's 
judgment is a balancing of reasons for and against. The view of a situa- 
tion which he arrives at by exercising his sensitivity is one in which 
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some aspect of the situation is seen as constituting a reason for acting. 
in some way; this reason is apprehended, not as outweighing or over- 
riding any reasons for acting in other ways which would otherwise be 
constituted by other aspects of the situation (the present danger, say), 
but as silencing them. Here and now the risk to life and limb is not 
seen as any reason for removing himself. Aristotle's problem about in- 
continence is not "How can one weigh considerations in favour of ac- 
tions X and Y, decide that on balance the better reasons are in favour. 
of X, but nevertheless perform Y?" (a question which, no doubt, does 
not require the idea of clouded judgment for its answer); but rather (a 
problem equally about continence) “How can one have a view of a 
situation in which considerations which would otherwise appeal 10 
‘one’s will are silenced, but nevertheless allow those considerations to 
make themselves hear by one's will?"—a question which clearly is 
answerable, if at all, only by supposing that the incontinent or conti 
nent person does not fully share the virtuous person's perception of 
the situ 
A more pressing objection is directed against the special conception 
‘of virtue: in particular, the use of cognitive notions in characterizing it 
According to this objection, it must be a misuse of the notion of per- 
ception to suppose that an unclouded perception might suffice, on its 
‘own, to constitute a reason for acting in a certain way. An exercise of a 
genuinely cognitive capacity can yield at most part of a reason for act- 
ing: something appetitive is needed as well. To talk of vinue—a pro 
pensity to act in certain ways for certain reasons—as consisting in a 
sensitivity, perceptual capacity, is to amalgamate the required appeti- 
tive component into the putative sensitivity. But all that is achieved 
thereby is a projection of human purposes into the world. (Here it 
becomes apparent how the objection touches on the issue of objectiv- 
ity.) How one's will is disposed is a fact about oneself; whereas a genu- 
inely cognitive faculty discloses to one how the world is independently 
of oneself, and in particular independently of one's will. Cognition and 
volition are distinct: the world—the proper sphere of cognitive capaci- 
ties—is in itself an object of purely theoretical contemplation, capable 
‘of moving one to action only in conjunction with an extra factor—a 
state of will—contributed by oneself. 1 shall return to this objection, 


4, Presented with an identification of virtue with knowledge, it is natu- 
ral to ask for a formulation of the knowledge which virtue is. We tend. 
10 assume that the knowledge must have a stateable propositional con- 
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tent (perhaps not capable of immediate expression by the knower) 
Then the virtuous person's reliably right judgments as to what he 
should do, occasion by occasion, can be explained in terms of interac 
tion between this universal knowledge and some appropriate piece of 
particular knowledge about the situation at hand; and the explanation. 
can take the form of a "practical syllogism," with the content of the 
universal knowledge, or some suitable part of it, as major premiss, the 
relevant particular knowledge as minor premiss, and the judgment 
about what is to be done as deductive conclusion. 

‘This picture is congenial to the objection mentioned at the end of 
43. According to this picture, the problematic concept ofa requirement 
figures only in the major premiss, and the conclusion, of the syllogism 
which reconstructs the virtuous person's reason for acting. Knowledge 
of the major premiss, the objector might say, is none other than the 
disposition of the will which is required, according to the objection, as 
a further component in the relevant reasons for acting, and hence as a 
further component in virtue, over and above any strictly cognitive state. 
(We call it "knowledge" to endorse it, not to indicate that itis genu- 
inely cognitive.) What a virtuous person really perceives is only what is 
stated in the minor premiss of the syllogism: that is, a straightforward 
fact about the situation at hand, which—as the objection requires— 
would be incapable of eliciting action on its own. 

‘This picture fits only if the virtuous person's views about how, in 
general, one should behave arc susceptible of codification, in princi- 
ples apt for serving as major premisses in syllogisms of the sort envis- 
aged. But to an unprejudiced eye it should seem quite implausible that 
any reasonably adult moral outlook admits of any such codification. As 
Aristotle consistently says, the best generalizations about how one 
should behave hold only for the most part." If one attempted to re- 
duce one's conception of what virtue requires to a set of rules, then, 
however subtle and thoughtful one was in drawing up the code, cases 
would inevitably turn up in which a mechanical application of the rules 
would strike one as wrong—and not necessarily because one had 
changed one's mind; rather, one's mind on the matter was not suscep- 
tible of capture in any universal formula.” 

A deep-rooted prejudice about rationality blocks ready acceptance 
of this. A moral outlook is a specific determination of one's practical 
rationality: it shapes one's views about what reasons one has for acting, 
Rationality requires consistency; a specific conception of rationality in 
a particular area imposes a specific form on the abstract requirement 
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of consistency—a specific view of what counts as going on doing the 
same thing here. The prejudice is the idea that acting in the light of a 
specific conception of rationality must be explicable in terms of being 
xuided by a formulable universal principle. This prejudice comes under 
radical attack in Wittgenstcin's discussion, in the Pbilosopbical Investi- 
ations, of the concept of following a rule. 

Consider an exercise of rationality in which there és a formulable 
rule, of which each successive action can be regarded as an application, 
appropriate in the circumstances arrived at: say (Wittgenstein's exam- 
ple) the extending of a series of numbers. We tend to picture the un- 
derstanding of the instruction “Add 2"—command of the rule for 
extending the series 2, 4, 6, 8, ... —as a psychological mechanism 
which, aside from lapses of attention and so forth, churns out the ap- 
propriate behaviour with the sort of reliability which a physical mecha- 
nism, say a piece of clockwork, might have. If someone is extending 
the series correctly, and one takes his behaviour to be compliance with 
the understood instruction, then, according to this picture, one has 
postulated such a psychological mechanism, underlying his behaviour, 
by an inference analogous to that whereby one might hypothesize a 
physical structure underlying the observable motions of some inani- 
mate object. But this picture is profoundly suspect 

What manifests the pictured stare of understanding? Suppose the 
person says, when asked what he is doing, “Look, I'm adding 2 cach 
time." This apparent manifestation of understanding (or any other) will 
have been accompanied, at any point, by at most a finite fragment of 
the potentially infinite range of behaviour which we want to say the 
rule dictates. Thus the evidence for the presence of the pictured state 
is always compatible with the supposition that, on some future occa- 
sion for its exercise, the behaviour elicited by the occasion will diverge 
from what we would count as correct. Wittgenstein dramatizes this 
the example of the man who continues the series, after 1000, with 
1004, 1008, . "If a possibility of the 1004, 1008, . . „type were to be 
realized (and we could not bring the person to concede that he had 
simply made a mistake), that would show that the behaviour hitherto 
was not guided by the psychological conformation which we were pic- 
turing as guiding it. The pictured state, then, always transcends the 
grounds on which itis allegedly postulated. 

There may be an inclination to protest: “This is merely inductive 
scepticism about other minds. After all, one knows in one's own case 
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that one's behaviour will not come adrift 
point of the argument. 

First, if what itis for one's behaviour to come adrift is for it suddenly 
10 seem that everyone else is out of step, then clearly the argument 
bears on one's own case just as much as on the case of others, (Imagine 
that the person who goes on with 1004, 1008, ... had said, in advance, 
"I know in my own case that my behaviour will not come adrift") 

Second, it is a mistake to interpret the argument as making a 
sceptical point: that one does not know, in the case of another person 
(or in one's own case cither, once we have made the first correction), 
that the behaviour will not come adrift. The argument is not meant to 
suggest that we should be in a state of constant trepidation lest possi- 
bilities of the 1004, 1008, . . type be realized." We are confident that 
they will not: the argument aims, not at all to undermine this confi- 
dence, but to change our conception of its ground and nature, We 
tend to picture our transition to this confident expectation, from such 
‘grounds as we have, as being mediated by the postulated psychological 
mechanism, But we can no more find the putatively mediating state 
manifested in the grounds for our expectation than we can find mani- 
fested there the very future occurrences we expect, Postulation of the 
mediating state is an idle intervening step; it does nothing to under- 
write the confidence of the expectation. 

(The content of the expectation is not purely behavioural. We might 
have a good scientific argument, mediated by postulation of a physio- 
logical mechanism, for not expecting any particular train of behaviour, 
of the 1004, 1008, . .. type, which we might contemplate. Here postula- 
tion of the mediating physiological stare would not be an idle interven 
ing step. But the parallel is misleading. We can bring this out by 
considering a variant of Wittgenstein’s example, in which, on reaching 
1000, the person goes on as we expect, with 1002, 1004, ... bur with 
a sense of dissociation from what he is doing. What he does no longer 
strikes him as going on in the same way; it feels as if a sheer habit has 
usurped his reason in controlling his behaviour, We confidently expect 
that this sort of thing will not happen; once again, postulation of a 
psychological mechanism does nothing to underwrite this confidence.) 

‘What és the ground and nature of our confidence? About the compe- 
tent use of words, Stanley Cavell writes: 


ike that.” But this misses the 


We learn and teach words in certain contexts, and then we are expected, 
and expect others, to be able to project them into further contexts, Noth- 
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ing insures that his projection will take place (in particular, not he grasp- 
ing of universals nor the grasping of books of rules), just as nothing 
{insures that we will make, and understand, the same projections. That on 
the whole we do is a matter of our sharing routes of interest and feeling, 
modes of response, senses of humour and of significance and fulfilment, 
of what is outrageous, of what is similar to what else, what a rebuke, what 
fongiveness, of when an utterance is an assertion, when an appeal, when 
an explanation—all the whirl of organism Witgenstein calls “forms of 
lie." Human speech and activity, sanity and community, rest upon noth- 
ng more, but nothing less, than this. I tsa vision as simple asi isdificult, 
and as difficult as iis (and because it is) terrifying. * 


The terror of which Cavell speaks at the end of this marvellous pas- 
sage is a sort of vertigo, induced by the thought that there is nothing 
but shared forms of life to keep us, as it were, on the rails. We are 
inclined to think that that is an insufficient foundation for a conviction 
that when we, say, extend a number series, we really are, at each stage, 
doing the same thing as before, In this mood, it scems to us that what 
Cavell describes cannot be a shared conceptual framework within 
which something is, given the circumstances, objectively the correct 
move; it looks, rather, like a congruence of subjectivities, with the 
congruence not grounded as it would need to be to amount to an 
objectivity. So we feel we have lost the objectivity of (in our case) math- 
ematics (and similarly in other cases). We recoil from this vertigo into 
the idea that we are kept on the rails by our grasp of rules. This idea 
has a pair of twin components: first, the idea (as above) that grasp of 
the rules is a psychological mechanism which (apart from mechanical 
failure, which is how we picture mistakes and so forth) guarantees that 
we stay in the straight and narrow; and, second, the idea that the ralls— 
what we engage our mental wheels with when we come to grasp the 
Tules—are objectively there, in a way which transcends the "mere" 
sharing of forms of life (hence, for instance, platonism about numbers). 
‘This composite idea is not the perception of some truth, but a consol- 
ing myth, elicited from us by our inability to endure the vertigo. 

Of course, this casts no doubt on the possibility of putting explana- 
tions of particular moves, in the extending of a number series, in a 
syllogistic form: universal knowledge of how to extend the series inter- 
acts with particular knowledge of where one is in it, to produce a non- 
accidentally correct judgment as to what the next number is. In this. 
‘ease we can formulate the explanation so as to confer on the judgment 
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explained the compellingness possessed by the conclusion of a proof. 
What is wrong is to take that fact to indicate that the explanation lays 
bare the inexorable workings of a machine: something whose opera- 
tions, with our understanding of them, would not depend on the deliv- 
erances, in particular cases, of (for instance, and centrally) that shared 
sense of what is similar to what else which Cavell mentions. The truth 
is that itis only because of our own involvement in our "whirl of organ: 
ism" that we can understand the words we produce as conferring that 
special compellingness on the judgment explained. 

Now it is only this misconception of the deductive paradigm which 
leads us to suppose that the operations of any specific conception of 
rationality in a particular area—any specific conception of what counts 
as doing the same thing—must be deductively explicable; that is, that 
there must be a formulable universal principle suited to serve as major 
premiss in syllogistic explanations of the sort considered above. 

Consider, for instance, a concept whose application gives rise to hard 
cases, in this sense: there are disagreements which resist resolution by 
argument, as to whether or not the concept applies, Convinced that 
‘one is in the right on a hard case, one will find oneself saying, as one's 
arguments tail off without securing assent, "You simply aren't seeing 
ft,” or “But don't you see?” In such cases the prejudice takes the form 
ofa dilemma. One horn is that the inconclusiveness of one's arguments, 
stems merely from an inability, in principle remediable, to articulate 
what one knows. It is possible, in principle. to spell out a universal 
formula which specifies the conditions under which the concept, in 
that use of it which one has mastered, is correctly applied. That would. 
elevate one's argument to desluctiveness. (If one's opponent refused 
to accept the deductive argument’s major premiss, that would show 
that he had not mastered the same use of the concept, so that there 
would be, after all, no substantive disagreement.) If this assimilation to 
the deductive paradigm is not possible. then—this is the other horn of 
the dilemma—one’s conviction that one is genuinely making a correct 
application of a concept (genuinely going on in the same way as be: 
fore) must be an illusion. The case is revealed as one which calls, not 
for finding (seeing) the right answer to a question about how things 
are, but (perhaps) for a creative decision as to what to say." Thus: 
either the case is not really a hard case, since sufficient ingenuity in the 
construction of arguments will resolve it; or. if its hardness is inelimina- 
ble, that shows that the issue cannot, after all, be onc about whether 
an application of a concept is correct 
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In a hard case, the issue turns on that appreciation of the particular 
instance whose absence is deplored, in "You simply aren't seeing it,” 
or which is unsuccessfully appealed to, in "But don't you see?” The 
dilemma reflects the view that a putative judgment which is grounded 
in nothing firmer than that cannot really be going on in the same way 
as before. This is an avoidance of vertigo. The thought is: there is not 
‘enough there to constitute the rails on which a genuine series of con- 
sistent applications of a concept must run. But in fact it is an illusion 
to suppose that the first hom of the dilemma yields a way of preserving 
from risk of vertigo the conviction that we are dealing with genuine. 
concept-application. The illusion is the misconception of the deductive 
paradigm: the idea that deductive explicability characterizes an exercise 
of reason in which it is, as it were, automatically compelling, without 
dependence on our partially shared "whir of organism." The dilemma 
registers a refusal to accept that when the dependence which induces 
vertigo is out in the open, in the appeal to appreciation, we can genu- 
inely be going on in the same way; but the paradigm of a genuine case, 
that with which the rejected case is unfavourably compared, has the 
same dependence, only less obviously. '* 

Contemplating the dependence should not induce vertigo at all. We 
cannot be whole-heartedly engaged in the relevant parts of the "whirl 
‘of organism,” and at the same time achieve the detachment necessary 
in onder to query whether our unreflective view of what we are doing 
is illusory. The cure for the vertigo, then, is to give up the idea that. 
philosophical thought, about the sorts of practice in question, should 
be undertaken at some external standpoint, outside our immersion in 
our familiar forms of life.” If this cure works where explanations of 
exercises of rationality conform to the deductive paradigm, it should 
be no less efficacious where we explicitly appeal to appreciation of 
the particular instance in inviting acceptance of our judgments. And its 
efficacy in cases of the second kind is direct. Only the illusion that the 
dleductive cases are immune can make it seem that, in order to effect 
the cure in cases of ihe second kind, we must first eliminate explicit 
dependence on appreciation, by assimilating them, as the prejudice 
requires, to the deductive paradigm. 

If we make the assimilation, we adopt a position in which it is espe- 
cially clear that our picture of a psychological mechanism, underlying. 
a series of exercises of rationality, is a picture of something which tran- 
scends the grounds on which it is ascribed to anyone. In the cases in 
question, no one can express the envisaged universal formula. This 
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transcendence poses difficulties about the acquisition of the pictured 
state. We are inclined to be impressed by the sparseness of the teaching 
which leaves someone capable of autonomously going on in the same 
way. All that happens is that the pupil is told, or shown, what to do in 
a few instances, with some surrounding talk about why that is the thing. 
todo; the surrounding talk, ex bypotbesé given that we are dealing with 
a case of the second kind, falls short of including actual enunciation of 
a universal principle, mechanical application of which would constitute 
correct behaviour in the practice in question. Yet pupils do acquire a 
capacity to go on, without further advice, to novel instances, Impressed 
by the sparseness of the teaching, we find this remarkable. But assimila- 
tion to the deductive paradigm leaves it no less remarkable. The assimi- 
lation replaces the question "How fs it that the pupil, given that sparse 
Instruction, goes on to new instances in the right way?" with the ques- 
tion "How is it that the pupil, given that sparse instruction, divines 
from it a universal formula with the right deductive powers?" The sec- 
‘ond question is, if anything, less tractable. Addressing the first, we can 
say: itis a fact (no doubt a remarkable fact) that, against a background 
of common human nature and shared forms of life, one’s sensitivities 
t0 kinds of similarities between situations can be altered and enriched 
by just this sort of instruction. This attributes no guesswork 10 the 
learner; whereas no amount of appealing to common human nature 
and shared forms of life will free the second question from its presup- 
position—inevitably imported by assimilation to the deductive—that 
the learner is required to make a leap of divination." 

It is not to be supposed that the appreciation of the particular in- 
stance, explicitly appealed to in the second kind of case, isa straighifor- 
ward or easy attainment on the part of those who have it; that either, 
‘on casual contemplation of an instance, one sees it in the right light, 
or else one does not, and is then unreachable by argument. First, 
"Don't you see?” can often be supplemented with words aimed at per- 
suasion. A skilfully presented characterization of an instance will some- 
times bring someone to see it as one wants; or one can adduce general 
considerations, for instance about the point of the concept a particular 
application of which is in dispute. Given that the case is one of the 
second kind, any such arguments will fall short of rationally necessitat- 
ing acceptance of their conclusion in the way a proof does.” But it is 
only the prejudice am attacking which makes this seem to cast doubt 
‘on their status as arguments: that is, appeals to reason. Second, if effort 
can induce the needed appreciation in someone else, it can also take 
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effort to acquire it oneself. Admitting the dependence on appreciation 
does not imply that, if someone has the sort of specific determination 
of rationality we are considering, the right way to handle a given situa- 
tion will always be clear to him on unreflective inspection of it 


5. If we resist the prejudice, and respect Aristotle's belief that a view of 
how one should live is not codifiable, what happens to our explana 
tions of a virtuous person's reliably right judgments as to what he 
should do on particular occasions? Aristotle's notion of the practical 
syllogism is obviously meant to apply here; we need to consider how. 

‘The explanations, so far treated as explanations of judgments about 
what to do, are equally explanations of actions. The point of analogy 
which motivates the quasilogical label “practical syllogism’ is this. If 
something might serve as an argument for a theoretical conclusion, 
then it can equally figure in an account of someone's reasons for believ- 
ing that conclusion, with the premisses of the argument giving the con- 
tent of the psychological states—beliefs, in the theoretical caye—which 
we cite in the reason-giving explanation. Now actions too are explained 
by reasons; that is, by citing psychological states in the light of which 
we can see how acting in the way explained would have struck the 
agent as in some way rational. The idea of a practical syllogism is the 
idea of an angument-like schema for explanations of actions, with the 
“premises,” as in the theoretical case, giving the content of the psy- 
chological states cited in the explanation 2 

David Wiggins has given this account of the general shape of a practi- 
cal syllogism 


The first or major premiss mentions something of which there could be 
4 desire, orexis, transmissible to some practical conclusion (Le., a desire 
convertible ría some available minor premiss into an action). The second. 
remiss pertains to the feasibility in the particular situation to which the 
syllogism is applied of what must be done if the claim of the major pre- 
miss is obe heeded i* 


"This schema fits most straightforwardly when reasons are (in a broad 
sense) technical: the major premis specifies a determinate goal, and 
the minor premiss marks out some action as a means to it. 

The role played by the major premis, in these straightforward appli- 
cations of the schema, is to give the content of an orectic psychological 
state: something we might conceive as providing the motivating energy 
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for the actions explained. Aristotle’s idea seems to be that what fills an 
analogous role in the explanation of virtuous actions is the virtuous 
person's conception of the sort of life a human being should lead./ If 
that conception were codifiable in universal principles, the explana- 
tions would take the deductive shape insisted on by the prejudice dis- 
cussed in $4. But the thesis of uncodifiability means that the envisaged 
major premiss, in a virtue syllogism, cannot be definitively written. 
down. Any attempt to capture it in words will recapitulate the charac: 
ter of the teaching whereby it might be instilled: generalizations will be 
approximate at best, and examples will need to be taken with the sort 
of "and so on” which appeals to the cooperation of a hearer who has 
cottoned on.” 

If someone guides his life by a certain conception of how to live, 
then he acts, on particular occasions, so as to fulfil suitable concerns. 
A concern can mesh with a noticed fact about a situation, so as to 
account for an action: as, for instance, a concem for the welfare of 
‘one’s friends, together with awareness that a friend is in trouble and 
‘open to being comforted, can explain missing a pleasant party in order 
to talk to the friend. On a suitable occasion, that pair of psychological 
states might constitute the core of a satisfying explanation of an action 
which is in fact virtuous. Nothing more need be mentioned for the 
action to have been given a completely intelligible motivation. In Aris 
totle's view, the orectic state cited in an explanation of a virtuous action 
is the agent's entire conception of how to live, rather than just what- 
ever concern it happened to be; and this may now seem mysterious, 
But the core explanation, as so far envisaged, lacks any indication that 
the action explained conformed to the agent's conception of how to. 
live. The core explanation would apply equally to a case of helping. 
one's friend because one thought it was, in the circumstances, the 
thing to do, and to a case of helping one's friend in spite of thinking it 
was not, in the circumstances, the thing to do. 

^A conception of how one should live is not simply an unorganized 
collection of propensities to act, on this or that occasion, in pursuit of 
this or that concern. Sometimes there are several concerns, fulfilment 
of any one of which might, on a suitable occasion, constitute acting as. 
a certain conception of how to live would dictate, and each of which, 
on the occasion at hand, is capable of engaging with a known fact about 
the situation and issuing in action. Acting in the light of a conception. 
of how to live requires selecting and acting on the right concern. (Com- 
pare the end of $1, on the unity of virtue.) So ifan action whose motiva- 


136 Jobn McDowell 


tion is spelled out in our core explanation is a manifestation of virtue, 
more must be true of its agent than just that on this occasion he acted 
with that motivation. The core explanation must at least be seen against. 
the background of the agent’s conception of how to live; and if the 
situation is one of those on which any of several concerns might im- 
pinge the conception of how to live must be capable of actually enter- 
ing our understanding of the action, explaining why it was this concern 
rather than any other which was drawn into operation. 

How does it enter? If the conception of how to live involved a rank- 
ing of concerns, or perhaps a set of rankings each relativized to some 
type of situation, the explanation of why one concer was operative. 
rather than another would be straightforward. But uncodifiability rules 
out laying down such general rankings in advance of all the predica- 
ments with which life may confront one 

What I have described as selecting the right concern might equally 
be described in terms of the minor premiss of the core explanation. If 
there is more than one concern which might impinge on the situation, 
there is more than one fact about the situation which the agent might, 
say, dwell on, in such a way as to summon an appropriate concem into 
‘operation. It is by virtue of his secing this particular fact rather than 
that one as the salient fact about the situation that he is moved to act 
by this concern rather than that one” This perception of saliences is 
the shape taken here by the appreciation of particular cases which 1 
discussed in §5: something to which the uncodifiability of an exerci 
of rationality sometimes compels explicit appeal when we aim to repre- 
sent actions as instances of it. A conception of how to live shows itself, 
when more than one concern might issue in action, in one's seeing, or 
being able to be brought to see, one fact rather than another as salient, 
And our understanding of such a conception enters into our under- 


needs—by enabling us to share, or at least comprehend, the agent's, 
perception of saliences.* 

It is not wrong to think of the virtuous person's judgments about 
what to do, or his actions, as explicable by interaction between knowl- 
edge of how to live and particular knowledge about the situation at 
hand. (Compare the beginning of 54.) But the thought needs a more 
subtle construal than the deductive paradigm allows. With the core 
explanations and their supplementations, I have in effect been treating. 
the complete explanations as coming in two stages. It is at the first 
stage—hitherto the supplementation that knowledge of how to live 
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interacts with particular knowledge: knowledge, namely, of all the par- 
ticular facts capable of engaging with concerns whose fulfilment would, 
on occasion, be virtuous. This interaction yiekls, in a way essentially 
dependent on appreciation of the particular case, a view of the situa- 
tion with one such fact, as it were, in the foreground. Seen as salient, 
that fact serves, at the second stage, as minor premiss in a core explana- 
tion 


6. We can go back now to the non-cognitivist objection outlined at the 
end of $3. Awareness that one's friend is in trouble and open to being 
comforted—the psychological state whose content is the minor pre- 
miss of our core explanation—can perhaps, for the sake of argument, 
be conceded to be the sort of thing which the objection insists cogni- 
tive states must be: something capable of eliciting action only in con- 
junction with a non-cognitive state, namely, in our example, a concern 
for one's friends.“ But if someone takes that fact to be the salient fact 
about the situation, he is in a psychological state which is essentially 
practical. The relevant notion of salience cannot be understood except 
In terms of seeing something as a reason for acting whieh silences all 
‘others (compare $3). So classifying that state as a cognitive state Is just 
the sort of thing which the objection attacks. 

‘The most natural way to press the objection is to insist on purifying 
the content of what is genuinely known down to something which is, 
in itself, motivationally inert (namely. given the concession above, that 
one’s friend is in trouble and open to being comforted); and then to 
represent the "perception" of a salience as an amalgam of the purified 
awareness with an additional appetitive stare. But what appetitive state? 
Concern for one's friends yields only the core explanation, not the ex 
planation in which the "perception" of salience was to figure. Perhaps 
the conception of how to live? That is certainly an orectic state. But, 
given the thesis of uncodifiability, it is not intelligible independently of 
just such appreciation of particular situations as is involved in the pres- 
ent "perception" of a salience; so it is not suitable to serve as an ele- 
ment into which, together with some genuine awareness, the 
“perception” could be regarded as analysable. (This non-cognitivist 
strategy is reflected in assimilation to the deductive paradigm: that the 
assimilation is congenial to the non-cognitivist objection was noted 
early in §4. The failure of the strategy is reflected in the failure of the 
assimilation, given the thesis of uncodifiability.) 

If we feel the vertigo discussed in $4, it is out of distaste for the idea 
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that a manifestation of reason might be recognizable as such only from 
within the practice whose status is in question. We are inclined to think 
there ought to be a neutral external standpoint from which the rational- 
ity of any genuine exercise of reason could be demonstrated. Now we 
might understand the objection to be demanding a non-cognitive extra 
Which would be analogous to hunger: an appetitive state whose posses- 
sion by anyone is intelligible in its own right, not itself open to assess- 
ment as rational or irrational, but conferring an obvious rationality, 
recognizable from outside, on behaviour engaged in with a view to its 
‘gratification. In that case it is clear how the objection is an expression 
of the craving for a kind of rationality independently demonstrable as 
such, However, it is highly implausible that all the concerns which mo- 
livate virtuous actions are intelligible, one by one, independently of 
appreciating a virtuous person's distinctive way of seeing situations, 
‘And even if they were, the various particular concerns figure only in 
the core explanations. We do not fully understand a virtuous person's. 
actions—we do not see the consistency in them—unless we can sup- 
plement the core explanations with a grasp of his conception of how 
to live, And though this is to credit him with an orectic state, it is not 
to credit him with an externally intelligible overarching desire; for we 
cannot understand the content of the orectic state from the envisaged 
external standpoint. It is, rather, to comprehend, essentially from 
within, the virtuous person’s distinctive way of viewing particular situa- 
tions. 

The rationality of virtue, then, is not demonstrable from an external 
standpoint. But to suppose that it ought to be is only a version of the 
prejudice discussed in $4. It is only an illusion that our paradigm of 
reason, deductive argument, has its rationality discernible from a stand- 
point not necessarily located within the practice itself 


7. Although perceptions of saliences resist decomposition into “pure” 
awareness together with appetitive states, there is an inclination to in- 
sist, nevertheless, that they cannot be genuinely cognitive states. We 
can be got into a cast of mind in which—as it seems to us—we have 
these problematic perceptions, only because we can be brought to care 
about certain things; hence, ultimately, only because of certain ante- 
cedent facts about our emotional and appetitive make-up. This can 
seem to justify a more subtle non-cognitivism: one which abandons the 
claim that the problematic perceptions can be analysed into cognitive 
and appetitive components, but insists that, because of the anthropo- 
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centricity of the conceptual apparatus involved, they are not judg 
ments, true or false, as to how things are in an independent reality; and 
that is what cognitive states are.** 

T cannot tackle this subtle non-cognitivism properly now. I suspect 
that its origin is a philistine scientism, probably based on the mislead- 
ing idea that the right of scientific method to rational acceptance is 
discernible from a more objective standpoint than that from which we 
seem to perceive the saliences. A scientistic conception of reality is. 
eminently open to dispute. When we ask the metaphysical question 
whether reality is what science can find out about, we cannot, without 
begging the question, restrict the materials for an answer to those 
which science can countenance. Let the question be an empirical ques- 
tion, by ll means; but the empirical data which would be collected by a 
careful and sensitive moral phenomenology—no doubt not a scientific 
enterprise—are handled quite unsatisfyingly by non-cognitivism '* 

It would be a mistake to object that stress on appreciation of the 
particular, and the absence of a decision procedure, encourages every: 
one to pontificate about particular cases. In fact resistance to non-cog- 
nitivism, about the perception of saliences, recommends humility, If 
we resist noncognitivism, we can equate the conceptual equipment 
which forms the framework of anything recognizable as a moral out- 
look with a capacity to be impressed by certain aspects of reality. But 
ethical reality is immensely difficult to see clearly. (Compare the end 
of §4.) If we are aware of how, for instance, selfish fantasy distorts our 
vision, we shall not be inclined to be confident that we have got things 
right 

It seems plausible that Plato's ethical Forms are, in part at least, a 
response to uncodifiability: if one cannot formulate what someone has 
come to know when he cottons on to a practice, say one of concept- 
application, it is natural to say that he has seen something. Now in the 
passage quoted in $4, Cavell mentions two ways of avoiding vertigo. 
"the grasping of universals" as well as what we have been concerned 
with so far, “the grasping of books of rules." But though Plato's Forms 
are a myth, they are not a consolation, a mere avoidance of vertigo: 
vision of them is portrayed as too difficult an attainment for that to be. 
so. The remoteness of the Form of the Goo! is a metaphorical version 
of the thesis that value is not in the word, utterly distinct from the 
dreary literal version which has obsessed recent moral philosophy. The 
point of the metaphor is the colossal difficulty of attaining a capacity 
to cope clear-sightedly with the ethical reality which és part of our 
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world. Unlike other philosophical responses to uncodifiability, this one 
may actually work towards moral improvement, negatively, by inducing, 
humility, and positively, by an inspiring effect akin to that of a religious 
conversion.” 


8. If the question “How should one live?" could be given a direct an- 
swer in universal terms, the concept of virtue would have only a sec- 

indary place in moral philosophy. But the thesis of uncodifability 
excludes a head-on approach to the question whose urgency gives eth- 
dcs its interest. Occasion by occasion, one knows what to do, if one 
does, not by applying universal principles but by being a certain kind. 
of person: one who secs situations in a certain distinctive way. And 
there is no dislodging, from the central position they occupy in the. 
ethical reflection of Plato and Aristotle, questions about the nature and. 
(hardly discussed in this paper) the acquisition of virtue. 

It is sometimes complained that Aristotle does not attempt to outline. 
a decision procedure for questions about how to behave. But we have 
ROO reason to be suspicious of the assumption that there must be 
something to be found along the route he does not follow. And there 
is plenty for us to do in the area of philosophy of mind where his 
different approach locates ethics. 


Notes 


1. Aristote, Nicomachean Eihics (henceforth cited as NE), eg. 1108 
2631, f. Pato, Republic 3524 5-6. 

2. CÍ. NE VI. 13 00 the distinction between "natural viue" and “virtue 
stil so called.” 

3. Non-cognitivis objections to this sort of talk will be considered later. 

4. There is a gap here. Even if itis conceded that the vietuous person has. 
mo further reason for what he does than the deliverance of his sensitivity, stil, 
it may be sakl, two people can have the same reason for acting in a certain 
way, but only one of them act in that way. There must then be some further 
explanation of this difference between them: if not thatthe one who acts has 
4 further reason, then perhaps that the one who does not is in some state, 
standing or temporary, which undermines the efficacy of reasons, or perhaps 
‘of reasons ofthe particular kind in question, in producing action. This suggests 
that if we are to think of virtue as guarantecing action, virtue must consist not 
in the sensitivity alone but in the sensitivity together with freedom from such 
obstructive states. These issues recur in $3 below. 

5. 1do not mean to suggest that there is always a way of acting satisfactorily 
as opposed to making the best of a bad job); nor that there is always one right 
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answer to the question what one should do. But when there isa right answer, 
Virtuous person should be able to tell what it is. 

6. If we distinguish the reason why he acts from his reason for acting, this 
isthe objection of 4 above 

7. NEVIS. 

8. Cf. Donald Davidson, “How is Weakness of Will Possible?" in Joel Fein- 
berg, ed., Moral Concepts (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1969), pp. 93-113, 
at pp. 99-100. 

9. NE ML S 

10. On this view, genuine deliverances of the sensitivity involved in virtue. 
would necessitate action, I is not that action requires not only a deliverance of 
the sensitivity but also, say, freedom from possibly obstructive factors, for in- 
stance distracting desires. An obstructive factor would not interfere with the 
efficacy of a deliverance of the sensitivity, but rather preclude genuine achieve: 
ment of that view of the situation. This fils the gap mentioned in n4 above 
(My discussion of incontinence here is meant to do no more than suggest that 
the identification of viue with knowledge shouk! not be dismissed out of 
hand, on the ground that it poses a problem about incontinence. 1 have said a 
litle more in $89, 10 of my "Are Moral Requirements Hypothetical Impera- 
tives?” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume 52 
11978], pp. 13-29; but a great deal more would be needed in a full treatment.) 

1. See, eg. NELS. 

12. Sce NE V. 10, especially 1137b 19-24. 

13. Philosophical Investigations (Oxford: Bast Blackwell, 1955), $185. 

14. Nor even that we really understand the supposition that such a thing 
might happen. See Barry Stroud, "Wittgenstein amd Logical Necessity,” Phlo- 
sopbical Review 74 (1965), pp. 504-518. 

15, Must We Mean What We Say? (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1969), 
p.52 

16. Locating the desired objectivity within the conceptual framework is in: 
tended to leave open, here, the possibility of querying whether the conceptual 
framework itself is objectively the right one. If someone wants to reject the 
question whether this rather than that moral outlook is objectively correct, he 
wi still want it to be an objective matter whether onc has, say, succeeded in 
inculcating a particular moral outlook in someone else; so he wil still be sus 
ceptible vo the vertigo 1 am describing 

17. Why not abandon the whole practice as fraudulent? In some cases some: 
thing may need to be said: for instance by a judge, in a lawsuit, Against the. 
view that in legal hard cases judges are free to make the law, sec Ronald Dwor- 
kin, "Hard Cases, in Taking Rights Seriously (London: Duckworth, 1977), pp. 
81-130. 

18. In the rejected case, the dependence is out in the open in an especially 
perturbing form, in that the occasional failure of the appeal to appreciation. 
brings out how the "whirl of organism" is only partly shared; whereas there 
are no hard cases in mathematics. This is indeed a significant fact about mathe- 
matics. But its significance is not that mathematics is immune from the depen: 
dence. 
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19. Lam not suggesting that effecting this cure is a simple matter. 

20, See Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, cg, $210 

21. M general considerations recommend a universal formula, it will employ 

terms which theniselves give rise to hard cases. 
2. 1 distinguish practical reason from practical reasoning. From NE 1105a 
28-33, with 1114 15-16, it might seem that virtuous action, in Aristotle's view, 
must be the outcome of reasoning. But this doctrine is both incredible in ts 
and inconsistent with 11172 17-22. So 1 construe Aristotle's discussion of delib- 
"ration ay aimed at the reconstruction of reasons for action not necessarily 
thought out in advance; where they were not thought out in advance, the 
concept of deliberation applies in an “as if” style. See John M. Cooper, Reason 
and Human Goo in Aristotle (Cambridge, Mass. and London: Harvard Uni- 
versity Press, 1975) pp. 5-10. (It will be apparent that what {say about Aristot- 
es views on practical reason runs counter to Cooper's interpretation at many 
points. Lam less concerned here with what Aristotle actually chought than with 
Certain philosophical issues, so I have not encumbered this paper with schol- 
arly controversy.) 

23, David Wiggins, "Deliberation and Practical Reason," Proceedings of the 
Aristotelian Society 76 (1975-76). 29-51, at p. 40. The quoted passage is an 
explanation of Aristotle, De Mot Animalium 701a 941, My debt vo Wiggins's 
paper will be apparent 

24, There is an inclination to insist on the only, or best, means, But this is 
the outcome of a suspect desire to have instances of the schema which prove 
that the action explained is the thing to do. 

25, NE a 31-33, 

26. This is distinct from the claim that a person may at any stage be prone 
to change his mind (cf. §3 above). Wiggins (cited in n23 above) appears at 
some points to run the rwo claims together, no doubt because he is concerned 
with practical reason generally, and not, as Ham, with the expression in action. 
of a specific conception of how to live. The line between realizing that one's 
antecedent conception of how to live requires something which one had not 
previously seen it to require, on the one hand, and modifying one's conception 
‘of how to live, on the ether, is not a sharp onc. But 1 do not want to exploit 
cases most happily described in the second way. 

27. CE. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations $208. 

28. 1 borrow this excellent term from Wiggins (cited in n23 above), p. A3. 

29. This use of “salient follows Wiggins, p. 45. 

30. On the importance of the appreciation of the particular case, see NE 
11424 23-30, 11432 25-bS, discussed by Wiggins, cited in n23, pp. 46-49. (For 
the point of "or at least comprehend,” scc 033 below.) 

31. That the interaction, at the first stage, is with adl the potentially reason- 
Yielding facts about the situation allows us to register that, in the case of, say, 
courage, the gravity of the risk, in comparison to the importance of the end 10 
be achieved by facing it, makes a diflerence to whether virtue really does re- 
quine facing the risk; even though at the second stage, if the risk is not seen as 
salient, itis seen as no reason at all for running away. | am indebted here to a 
version of Wiggin's (f) (cited in n23 above, p. 45), importantly modified for a 
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revised excerpt from his paper in Joseph Raz, ex, Practical Reasoning (Ox- 
ford: Oxford University Press, 1978). 

32. Actually this is open to question, because of special properties of the 
concept of a friend. 

33, The qualification “essentially” is to allow for the possibility of appreciat- 
ing what itis like ro be inside a way of thinking without actually being inside 
it, on the basis ofa sufficient affinity between it and a way of thinking of one's 
‘own. These considerations about externally intelligible desires bear on Philippa 
Foot’s thesis, in “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives,” Philasoph- 
dcal Review 81 (1972), pp. 305-16, that morality should be construed, or re- 
‘east, in terms of hypothetical imperatives, on pain of being fraudulent, Her 
negative arguments seem to me to be analogous to an exposé of the emptiness 
Of platonism, as affording a foundation for mathematical practice external to 
the practice itself. In the mathematical case itis not a correct response to look 
for another external guarantee of the rationality of the practice, but that seems 
to me just what Mrs Foot’s positive suggestion amounts to in the moral case. 
(If the desires are not externally intelligible the label “hypothetical imperative” 
Joes its point.) See, further, my "Are Moral Requirements Hypothetical Imper. 
tives?” cited in n10 above. 

34. On anthropocentricty, see David Wiggins, “Truth, Invention, and the 
Meaning of Life,” Proceedings of the British Academy 62 (1976), 331-78, at pp. 
348-49, 360-63. 

35. Sec Wiggins, cited in n34, above; and Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of 
Good (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970), 

36. CÍ. Iris Murdoch, cited 35, above. Ham indebted here to Mark Plats 

37. This view of Plato is beautifully elaborated by Iris Murdoch. 

38. The idea, for instance, that something like utilitarianism must be right 
Jooks lke a double avoidance of vertigo: first, in the thought that there must 
be a decision procedure; and second, in the reduction of practical rathonality 
10 the pursuit of neutrally intelligible desires. 
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The Discernment of Perception: An 
Aristotelian Conception of Private and 
Public Rationality 


Martha C. Nussbaum 


one learns to correct 


What one acquires here is not a technique; 
judgements, There are also rules, but they do not form a system, 
and only experienced people can apply them right. Unlike calcu 
lating.roles. 

What is most difficult here is to put this indefiniteness, correctly 
and unfalsfied, into words. 


Ludwig Witigenstein, Philosophical Investigations, lxi 


Of these States the poet is the equable m; 

He bestows on every object or quality its fit proportion, neither 
more nor less. 

He judges not as the judge fudges, but as the sun falling round a 
helpless thing 

He sees eternity in men and women, he does not sec men and 
women as dreams or dots. 


Walt Whitman, from By Blue Ontarío's Sbore 


1s practical reasoning scientific? If it is not, as it is ordinarily practiced, 
can it be made to be? And would it be a good thing if it were? Much 
contemporary writing in moral philosopby and in the social sciences. 
gives a vigorously affirmative answer either to the first question or to 
the conjunction of the second and third. Aristotle's ethical and political 
writings present powerful negative arguments. "lt is obvious,” he 
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writes, “that practical wisdom is not scientific understanding (epis- 
Jem)" (EN 1142424). And this is not just an admission of a defect in 
contemporary theory. For he makes it clear elsewhere that itis in the 
very nature of truly rational practical choice that it cannot be made 
more “scientific” without becoming worse. Instead, he tells us, the 
“discernment” of the correct choice rests with something that he calls 
"perception." From the context it is evident that this is some sort 
of complex responsiveness 10 the salient features of one's concrete 
situation, 

Aristotle's position is subtle and compelling. It seems to me to go 
further than any other account of practical rationality I know in captur- 
ing the sheer complexity and agonizing difficulty of choosing well. But 
whether we are in the end persuaded by it oc not, the need to study it 
is urgent. Even more in our time than in his, the power of “scientific” 
pictures of practical rationality affects almost every area of human social 
life, through the influence of the social sciences and the more science- 
based parts of ethical theory on the formation of public policy. We 
should not accept this situation without assessing the merits of such 
views against those of the most profound altematives. If we do not 
finally accept Aristotle's conception, at least we will have found out 
more about ourselves. 

In this essay the word “scientific” will be used as Aristotle used it, to 
designate a family of characteristics that were usually associated with 
im that a body of knowledge had the status of an episteme. Since 
ispiration to episteme took different forms in the projects of differ- 
ent opponents, Aristotle's attack on scientific conceptions of rationality 
is a family of attacks, directed at logically distinct positions—although 
these positions are in some forms mutually consistent and were com- 
bined into a single conception in certain works of Plato. I shall suggest 
that Aristotle’s attack has three distinct dimensions, closely interwoven, 
‘These are: an attack on the claim that all valuable things are commen- 
surable; an argument for the priority of particular judgments to univer- 
sals; and a defense of the emotions and the imagination as essential to 
rational choice. Each of the three features he attacks was prominent in. 
the ancient ethical debate; and each has been important in contempo- 
rary writing on choice. Once we have understood the three features 
of Aristotle’s criticism separately, and understood the corresponding 
features of his own positive conception, we shall see how the parts of 
his conception fit together. 


The Discernment of Perception HW 
1. Plural Values and Noncommensurability 


Aristotle knew of the view that a hallmark of rational choice is the mea- 
surement of all alternatives by a single quantitative standard of value. 
Such a "science of measurement,” in his day as in ours, was motivated 
by the desire to simplify and render tractable the bewildering problem 
of choice among heterogeneous alternatives. Plato, for example, argues. 
that only through such a science can human beings be rescued from 
an unendurable confusion in the face of the concrete situation of 
choice, with its qualitative indefiniteness and its variegated plurality of 
apparent values, Plato even believed, and argued with power, that. 
many of the most troublesome sorts of human irrationality in action 
were caused by passions that would be eliminated or rendered innocu- 
ous by a thoroughgoing belief in the qualitative homogeneity of all the 
values. The weak (akratic) agent will be less tempted to deviate from 
the path of greater known good if he or she understands that the less. 
‘good, but prima facie alluring, item simply contains a smaller quantity 
of the very same value that can be found by going toward the better 
item. The proposed "science" relies on the idea that the some such 
single standard of value can be found and that all rational choice can 
be recast as a matter of maximizing our quantities of that value. 

We can break the "science of measurement" down into four distinct. 
constituent claims. First, we have the claim that in each situation of 
choice there is some one value, varying only in quantity, that is com: 
mon to all the alternatives, and that the rational chooser weighs the 
alternatives using this single standard. Let us call this claim Metricity. 
Next, there is the claim of Singleness: that is, that in all situations of 
choice there is one and the same metric, Third is a claim about the end 
of rational choice: that choices and chosen actions have value not in 
themselves, but only as instrumental means to the good consequences 
that they produce. We call this Consequentialism. If we combine Con- 
sequentialism with Metricity, we have the idea of maximization: that 
the point of rational choice is to produce the greatest amount of the 
single value at work in each case. Combining both of these with Single- 
ness, we have the idea that there is some one value that it is the point. 
of rational choice, in every case, to maximize." Finally, there are in Aris: 
totle’s opponents, as in modern Utilitarian writers, various accounts of 
the content of the end that is to serve as the metric and the item to be 
maximized. Pleasure, for Aristotle as for us, is the most familiar candi- 
date.* Aristotle rejects all four of these components of the “science 
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measurement," defending a picture of choice as a quality-based selec- 
tion among goods that are plural and heterogeneous, each being cho- 
sen for its own distinctive value 

Arguments against pleasure as a single end and standard of choice 
‘occupy considerable space in his ethical works. The other available can- 
didate, the useful or advantageous, is criticized only implicitly, in many 
passages that treat it as a nonhomogeneous, nonsingle item. Presum- 
ably this is because it had no prominent defenders, The popularity of 
hedonism as a theory of choice called, on the other hand, for detailed 
criticism. There are numerous well-known difficulties surrounding the 
interpretation of Aristotle's two accounts of pleasure.” What we can 
confidently say is that both accounts deny that pleasure is a single thing 
yielded in a qualitatively homogeneous way by many different types of 
activity. According to EN VII, my pleasures just are identical with the 
activities that 1 do in a certain way: viz., the unimpeded activations of 
my natural state. Pleasures, then, are just as distinct and incommensu- 
rable as are the different kinds of natural activity: seeing, reasoning, 
acting justly, and so forth (1153a14-15, 69-12). According to EN X, 
pleasure supervenes upon the activity to which it attaches, like the 
bloom on the cheek of a healthy young person, completing or perfect- 
ing it. Here pleasure is not identical with the activity; but it cannot be 
identified without reference to the activity to which it attaches. It can- 
not be pursued on its own without conceptual incoherence," any more 
than blooming checks can be cultivated in isolation from the health 
and bodily fitness with which they belong.” Still less could there be a 
single item, Pleasure, that is separable from all the activities: and 
yielded up by all of them in differing quantities. To these criticisms, 
Aristotle adds the observation that pleasures "differ in kind" as the 
associated activities differ (1173b28ff.). Some are choiceworthy and 
some are not, some are better and some are worse. Some, furthermore, 
are pleasures only for corrupt people, while some are pleasures for 
‘good people (1173b208.). Thus the way in which pleasure is not single 
provides us with additional reasons not to set it up as the end of pracu- 
cal choice 

Pleasure does not fall short by lack of singleness alone. It fails, as 
well, in inclusiveness: that is, it does not cover or contain everything 
that we pursue as choiceworthy. For, Aristotle writes, "there are many 
things that we would eagerly pursue even if they brought no pleasure, 
such as seeing, remembering, knowing, having the excellences. And 
even if pleasures follow upon these of necessity, it makes no difference; 
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for we would choose them even if no pleasure came from them" (EN 
1174a4-8). Even if in fact pleasure is firmly linked to excellent action 
as a necessary consequence, it is not the end for which we act. We 
choose the action for its own sake alone. Deliberative imagination can 
inform us that we would do so even if the link with pleasure were 
broken. Elsewhere Aristotle shows us cases where the link is in fact 
broken: for example, a good person will sometimes choose to sacrifice 
life itself, and therefore all possibility of present and future pleasure, 
for the sake of helping a friend or acting courageously (1117b10f.). 
Aristotle shows us, then, that we do in fact pursue and value ends that 
are not reducible to pleasure; we shall later see that he makes an im- 
plicit argument for the value and goodness of these plural commit- 
ments. 

Argument against pleasure is strong argument against Singleness, 
since no other plausible candidate for a homogeneous single standard 
was being put forward. But ít is plain that Aristotle's opposition to Sin 
gleness is general. In his attack on the Platonic notion of the single 
Good," he insists that "the definitions of honor and practical wisdom. 
and pleasure are separate and different qua goods” (EN 1096b23-25); 
from this he draws the conclusion that there can be no single common 
notion of good across these things. What he seems to be saying is that 
what we pursue or choose when we deem cach of these items choice- 
worthy is something distinct, peculiar to the item in question; there is 
no single thing that belongs to all of them in such a way as to offer a 
plausible unitary account of their practical value. In the Politics he re- 
jects even more explicitly the view that all goods are commensurable, 
In this important passage he has been describing a theory about the 
basis of political claims according to which any and all differences be- 
tween persons are relevant to political distribution. If A is the same as 
B in all other respects but excels B in height, A is eo (pso entitled to a 
greater share of political goods than B; if A excels B in height and B 
excels A at playing the flute, we will have to decide which excels the 
other by more. And so on. Aristotle's first objection to this scheme is 
specific: it recognizes as relevant to political claims many features that 
are totally irrelevant to good political activity. But his second objection 
is general. The scheme is defective because it involves treating all 
goods as commensurable with one another: height and musicianship 
are measured against wealth and freedom. "But since this is impossi- 
ble, it is obvious that in politics it is reasonable for men not to base 
their claim upon any and every inequality" (12834911). 
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Clearly this, like the EN argument, is an argument against Singleness: 
there is no one standard in terms of which all goods are commensura- 
ble qua goods. It looks like an argument against Metricity as well: for 
it suggests that there is something absurd in supposing that even in 
each single pairwise comparison of alternatives we will find a single 
relevant homogeneous measure. And in fact the EN remarks about 
definition, when linked to other observations about the intrinsic value 
of activity according to excellence, do yield arguments against Metric- 
ity, and Consequentialism as well, in favor of a picture in which the end 
‘oF good consists of a number of distinct component activities (associ- 
ated with the several excellences), each of these being an ultimate end 
pursued for its own sake. The good life for a human being consists, 
Aristotle argues, in activity according to the excellences; repeatedly he 
insists that it is these activities, not either their consequences or the 
states of soul that produce them, which are the ultimate bearers of 
value, the ends for which we pursue everything else that we pursue. It 
is actually part of the definition of activity according to excellence that 
it should be chosen for its own sake and not for the sake of something 
else (EN 1105a28-33), so to choose good activity only for the sake of 
some further consequences will not only be to misunderstand the rela- 
live value of actions and consequences, it will actually be to fail to act 
well. 

AC this point, the proponent of Metricity will press questions. First, 
how can non-metric choice really be rational? If in choosing between A 
and B do not choose so as to maximize one single item, and do not 
even compare the two in terms of a single item, then how on earth 
can | rationally compare the diverse alternatives? Isn't choice without 
à common measure simply arbitrary, or guesswork? Second, suppose 
that Aristotle has correctly described the way in which most people do 
in fact make choices, seeing their values as plural and incommensura- 
ble. Why should we think this is a particularly good way to choose? 
Why shouldn't this messy state of things motivate us to press for the 
development of Metricity, and even of Singleness, where these cur- 
rently do not exist? The questions are connected. For if we feel that 
choice without at least this limited commensurability is not rational, 
this will be a strong reason to favor the development of a superior 
technique. 

The Aristotelian position does not simply describe the status quo. It 
also makes a strong implicit case for the preservation of our current 
ways of deciding, as both genuinely rational and superior in richness of 
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value. We begin to see this if we retum to the idea of difference of 
definition. To value each of the separate types of excellent activity as a 
constituent of the good life is tantamount, in Aristotle's conception, to 
saying that a life that lacked this item woukd be deficient or seriously 
incomplete, in a way that could not be atoned for by the presence of 
other items, in however great a supply. To value friendship (for exam- 
ple) in this way is to say (as Aristotle explicitly does) that a fife that 
lacked this one item, even though it had as much as you like of every 
other item, would fall short of full value or goodness in an important 
way.® Friendship does not supply a commodity that we can get else- 
where; it is that very thing, in its own peculiar nature, that is the bearer 
of value. This is what it means to judge that something is an end, not 
simply a means to an end: there are no trade-offs without loss. 

To value each separate constituent of the good life for what it is in 
itself entails, then, recognizing its distinctness and separateness from 
each of the other constituents, each being an icreplaceable part of a 
composite whole. A rational Aristotelian adult will have a reasonably 
good understanding of what courage, justice, friendship, generosity, 
and many other values are. He or she will understand how, in our be- 
liefs and practices, they differ from and are noninterchangeable with 
one another. Suppose now that a proponent of ethical progress sug 
gest that things can be made neater by doing away with some or all of 
this heterogeneity. He or she will reply that to do away with this is to 
do away with the nature of these values as they are, and hence with 
their special contribution to the richness and fullness of the good life 
‘The proposal threatens to impoverish our practical world: for we have 
said that each of these items makes its own distinctive contribution, 
‘one that we will not get by trading it in for something else. Can it be 
rational to deliberate in a way that effaces this distinctness? To purchase 
neatness at such a price appears irrational rather than rational. Would, 
we want to be, or to have, friends who were able to deliberate effi 
ciently about friendship because they could get themselves to conceive 
of it as a function of some other value? The really rational way to 
choose, says Aristotle with great plausibility, is to reflect on and ac- 
knowledge the special contribution of each item, and to make the un. 
derstanding of that heterogeneity a central part of the subject matter 
of deliberation. Evasiveness is not progress. 

As for the first question: The Aristotelian should begin by objecting 
to the way it is posed; for the opponent suggests that deliberation must 
be either quantitative or a mere shot in the dark.“ Why should we 
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believe this? Experience shows us a further alternative: that it is qualita- 
tive and not quantitative, and rational just because it is qualitative, and 
based upon a grasp of the special nature of each of the items in ques- 
tion. We choose this way all the time; and there is no reason for us 10 
let the rhetoric of weighing and measuring bully us into being on the 
defensive here, or supposing that we must, if we are rational, be pro- 
ceeding according to some hidden metric. 

I mean to speak later on of social reasoning. So I need to do more 
now to begin bringing out the contrast between the Aristotelian picture 
and some pictures of deliberation that are used in contemporary social 
science.” We can readily see how Aristotelianism is at odds with the 
Foundations of classical utilitarianism, and indeed any contemporary 
Unilitarianism that relies on Singleness or even Metricity. But so far it 
looks perfectly compatible with a decision procedure that makes use 
of a purely ordinal ranking of preferences, where the alternatives 
ranked would prominently include situations in which the agent either 
does or does not perform some excellent action, or some combination 
‘of such actions." Why should we not envisage the rational agent as 
proceeding according 10 some such ordering, and social rationality as 
aggregation of such individual orderings? 

‘We shall soon see how Aristotle objects 10 the idea of any anteced- 
ently fixed ordering or ranking of ends; I therefore defer discussion of 
the implications of these arguments for social choice. I am also unable 
10 discuss at length two other ways in which Aristotle's ethical ap- 
proach is at odds with models dominant in social science. 1 mention 
them briefly. First, as we have begun to see, Aristotle does not make 
the sharp distinction between means and ends that is taken for granted 
in much of social science literature, in economics, perhaps, above all 
(see 1.15). Nor does he hold that ultimate ends cannot be objects of 
rational deliberation. We can ask concerning each ultimate end not 
‘only what the instrumental means to its realization are, but also what. 
counts as realizing this end. Furthermore, against the background of 
‘our (evolving) pattern of ends, we can always ask of some putative 
constituent, for eximple friendship, whether or not it really belongs 
there as a constituent of the end: that is, whether life would be less 
rich and complete without it. All this is a part of rational deliberation; 
and by extending the sphere of practical rationality in this way, Aristote- 
lianism certainly diverges from much that economic accounts of ratio- 
nality either assume or explicitly state. 1 cannot enter further here into 
this highly important and complex subject. 
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Another evident difference between Aristotle and the theorist who 
proceeds by ordering preferences concems the relationship between 
desire and value. Aristotle does not think that the hare fact that some- 
‘one prefers something gives us any reason at all for ranking it as prefer- 
able. It all depends who the someone is and through what procedures. 
the ranking has been effected. The rankings of the person of practical 
wisdom will be criterial of our norms, both personal and social; what 
the bad or mad or childish person prefers counts little or nothing, Nor 
are the judgments of severely deprived people to be trusted; for fre- 
quently they will adjust their preferences to what their actual situation 
makes possible. Value is anthropocentric, not fixed altogether indepen- 
dently of the desires and needs of human beings; but to say this is 
very far from saying that every preference of every human being counts 
for evaluative purposes. 

Aristotle would be even more strongly opposed, clearly, to any pro- 
posal in which alternatives are ranked in terms of a metric of desire 
strength. If the fact that someone desires something gives us, all by 
itself, no good reason to value it, a fortiori the strength or quantity of 
someone's actual desire give us no good reason for valuing it propor- 
tionally to that strength. Even if Aristotle should grant that desire 
strength can be measured and numbered in the unitary way required. 
by this theory—as he almost certainly would not—he would surely 
view itas an even more perverse and less plausible version of commen- 
surability than the one that locates commensurability in the object or 
alternative chosen. The Platonic thesis errs by making values commen- 
surable; but at least it locates value in the right place, in objects and. 
activities, not in our feelings about these. This proposal, by contrast, 
says something no more plausible, and locates value in the wrong 
place." 

But instead of pursuing this important subject further, L want to turn 
now to one of its offshoots, one that will focus the difference between 
Aristotelianism and some forms of technical social theory in a particu- 
larly interesting way. In the theory of ordered preferences, when there. 
is a choice (personal or collective) to be made between A and B, only 
one question is typically asked and considered salient, namely, which 
alternative is preferred. (Sometimes, as in the Griffin proposal, ques- 
tions of the weight or intensity of preference are raised, but this Is 
notoriously difficult and controversial.) The agent works with the pic- 
ture of a single linc or scale, and the aim is simply to get as high up on 
this line as possible. Although the line does not imply, in this case, the 
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presence ofa unitary measure of value in terms of which all alternatives 
are seen as commensurable, there is still a single line, the ranking of 
actual preferences from among the available alternatives. All alterna- 
tives are arranged along this line, and the agent is to look to nothing 
else in choosing. Aristotelianism asks about overall preferability, But its 
rather difficult picture of the choice situation also encourages us to ask 
and to dwell upon a further question about A and B. We have said that 
the Aristotelian agent scrutinizes each valuable alternative, seeking out 
its distinct nature. She is determined to acknowledge the precise sort 
of value or goodness present in each of the competing alternatives, 
seeing each value as, so to speak, a separate jewel in the crown, valu- 
able in its own right, which does not cease to be separately valuable 
just because the contingencies of the situation sever it from other 
‘goods and it loses out in an overall rational choice. This emphasis on 
the recognition of plural incommensurable goods leads directly and 
naturally to the perception of a possibility of irreconcilable contingent 
conflicts among them. For once we see that A and B have distinct 
intrinsically valuable goods to offer, we will also be prepared to see that 
a situation in which we are forced by contingencies beyond our control 
10 choose between A and B is a situation in which we will be forced to 
forgo some genuine value. Where both A and B are types of virtuous 
action, the choice situation is one in which we will have to act in some 
respect deficiently; perhaps even to act unjustly or wrongly. In such 
situations, to decide that A is preferable to B is sometimes the least of 
‘our worries. Agamemnon saw that between the sacrifice of his daugh- 
ter Iphigenia and an impiety that would bring in its wake the death of 
all concerned, there was hardly a question of how to choose for a ratio- 
nal agent. But here the further problems have only begun. What can 
be done, thought, felt, about the deficiency or guilt involved in missing 
‘out on B? What actions, emotions, responses, are appropriate 10 the 
agent who is trapped in such a situation? What expressions of remorse, 
what reparative efforts, does morality require here? The individual can- 
not neglect these concerns without grave moral deficiency. Agamem- 
non neglected them, in the belief that the problem of preference was 
the only one to be solved by rationality. The chorus of elders regard 
this not as wisdom, but as madness 

In R. M. Hare's recent book Moral Thinking, two stylized reasoners 
are introduced. They are called the Archangel and the Prole The 
Prole, stuck with ordinary daily intuitive rationality, sees moral dilem- 
mas as real and indissoluble, requiring remorse and reparative efforts. 
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The Archangel, a Utilitarian philosopher, is able to see that from the 
critical perspective of this theory (as Hare describes it) such dilemmas 
vanish. She learns to rise above them, and has disdain for those who 
continue to recognize them. Hare presents his position, as always, with 
vigor and subtlety. He qualifies his contrast by arguing that there are 
many reasons why, in most daily choices, we should behave like proles. 
And yet the Archangel is a norm for practical reasoning, when it is at 
its best. And it is clear that the Archangel is Hare's answer to his own 
urgent motivating questions about how a theory of choice can actually 
make things better in human life. I believe, with Aristotle, that the Arch- 
angel's superior clarity and simplicity does not make things better; that 
rising above a human problem does not solve it. 1 believe that we want 
more proles and fewer Archangels, not only in daily choice, but as lead- 
ers and models. Angels, Thomas Aquinas held, cannot perceive what is 
there for perceiving in this world of contingency. And thus they are, as 
Aquinas concluded, poor guides indeed for getting around in this 
world, however well off they might be in heaven. It is, said Aristotle, 
the human good that we are secking, and not the good of some other 
being 


IL. Priority of the Particular 


“The discernment rests with perception." This phrase, from which my 
tite is taken, is used by Aristotle in connection with his attack on an- 
other feature of pseudo-scientific pictures of rationality: the insistence 
that rational choice can be captured in a system of general rules or 
principles which can then simply be applied to each new case. Aristot- 
le's defense of the priority of "perception." together with his insistence 
that practical wisdom cannot be a systematic science concerned 
throughout with universal and general principles, is evidently a defense 
of the priority of concrete situational judgments of a more informal 
and intuitive kind to any such system. Once again he is attacking an 
item that is generally taken to be criterial of rationality in our day, par- 
ticularly in the public sphere. His attack on ethical generality is closely 
linked to the attack on commensurability. For the two notions are 
closely related, and both are seen by their defenders as progressive 
stratagems that we can use to extricate ourselves from the ethical vul- 
nerability that arises from the perception of qualitative heterogeneity. 
‘Too much heterogeneity leaves the agent who sees it open to the pos- 
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sibility of surprise and perplexity. For a new situation may strike her as 
unlike any other. A valuable item may seem altogether distinct and. 
new. But if she tells herself either that there is only a single item in 
terms of which all values are commensurable—or that there is a finite 
number of general values, repeatedly instantiated, under which all new 
‘eases are bound to fall as instances—by either of these routes she will 
escape from the burden of the intractable and unexpected. She will 
come to each new situation prepared to see only those items about 
which she already knows how to deliberate. 

The perception of heterogeneity brings another problem with it: vul. 
nerability to loss. To view a beloved person (country, occupation) as 
not unique but an instance of a homogeneous general concept is 10 
view it as potentially replaceable by another similar instance, should 
the world take from us the one we now have. Plato's Diotima argues 
that making the general prior in this way 10 the particular brings a 
“relaxing and “easing” of the strains involved in planning a life. With 
value-generality, as with commensurability s more radical reduction to 
à single value, if the world removes something you love there is likely. 
t0 be a ready supply of other similarly valuable items. Many Greek. 
thinkers believed that a hallmark of a truly rational decision procedure 
would be that it shoukd remove some of our ethical perplexity and 
vulnerability, putting us more securely in control of the more impor- 
tant things. This idea still has a powerful appeal. 

Mere we must begin to distinguish, as Aristote himself docs not, or 
does not with clarity, the general from the universal. The general is 
opposed to the concrete; a general rule not only covers many cases, it 
applies to them in virtue of some rather non-conerete characteristics. 
A universal rule, by contrast, applies to all cases that are in the relevant 
ways similar; but a universal may be highly concrete, citing features that. 
are not very likely to be replicated. Many moral views that base correct 
choice on universal principles employ principles of broad generality 
And this is a natural link, if onc is interested in the coxlifying and action- 
guiding force of principles. One could not teach a child what to do 
using rules whose terms were too concrete to prepare the child for 
new cases as yet unseen; and one epistemological role for rules in mo- 
Taliy has traditionally been to simplify and systematize the moral 
world, a task that highly refined and concrete universals have difficulty 
performing, But universals may also be concrete; and some philoso- 
phers, notably R. M. Hare; who have a deep interest in the universali- 
zability of moral prescriptions have also insisted that principles should 
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often be highly context-specific. Aristotle's claims that the "particular" 
is “prior” in ethical reasoning are directed, in different ways and with 
different arguments, at both general principles and universal principles, 
His attack on the general is more global and more fundamental. Univer- 
salizability he accepts up to a point, though I believe that in certain 
cases he denies its moral role, holding that it is not, in these cases, 
correct to say that were the same circumstances to occur again, the 
same choice would again be correct. So to give a clear description of 
the view and the arguments that support it, we must insist on this 
distinction more forcefully than does Aristotle, whose primary oppo- 
nent is a Plato whose universals are also highly general. 

Aristotelian arguments against commensurability do not by them- 
selves imply that particular judgments are prior to general rules. His 
attack on commensurability, as we have described it relied on the pic- 
ture of a plurality of distinct values, cach generating its own claims, but 
each having, as well, its own general definition and being instantiable 
in any number of particular situations and actions. So the bare fact that, 
for example, courage and justice and friendship are plural and distinct 
does litle to support the priority of particular perceptions to systems 
of rules or principles. On the contrary, our talk of distinctness in defi- 
nition suggested that Aristotle might have had a strong interest in such 
a system, On the other hand, Aristotle does insist, as we have seen, 
that practical wisdom is not epísteme, that is, systematic scientific un- 
derstanding. He defends this claim by arguing that it is concerned with 
ultimate particulars (ta kath bekasta) and that these particulars cannot. 
be subsumed under any episteme (a system of universal principles) but 
must be grasped with insight through experience (EN 1142a11ff). In 
praising perception, he is praising the grasping of particulars contained 
in this sort of experienced judgment. His statement seems to be an 
assault on the priority of the general, and probably of the universal as 
well. We need, then, to ask how the further moves from plurality to 
specificity or concreteness, and sometimes also from concreteness to 
singularity, are defended. And we need to know, as well, what role 
rules, of various sorts, actually do play in Aristotelian rationality 

We must notice first that rules could play an important role in practi- 
cal reason without being prior to particular perceptions." For they 
might be used not as normative for perception, the ultimate authorities 
against which the correctness of particular choices is assessed, but 
more as summaries or rules of thumb, highly useful for a variety of 
purposes, but valid only to the extent to which they correctly describe 
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good concrete judgments, and to be assessed, ultimately, against these. 
On this second picture, there is still room for recognizing as ethically 
salient the new or surprising feature of the case before us, features that 
have not been anticipated in the rule, or even features that could not 
in principle be captured in any rule. If Aristotle's talk of rules is of this 
second kind, there need be no tension at all between his evident inter- 
est in rules and definitions, and his defense of the priority of percep- 
tion. | shall now argue that this is, in fact, the situation, and explore his 
reasons for giving priority to the particular. 

We can begin with the two passages in which our title phrase is intro- 
duced. In both he explicitly claims that priority in practical choice 
should be accorded not to principle, but to perception, a faculty of 
discrimination that is concerned with apprehending concrete particu- 
ars 


The person who diverges only slightly from the correct is not blamewor- 
thy, whether he errs in the direction of the more or the less; but the 
person who divenges mone is blamed; for this is evident, But to say to 
what point and how much someone is blameworthy is not easy to deter 
mine by a principle: nor in fact is this the case with any other percepuble 
Item. For things of this sort are among the concrete particulars, and the 
discemment rests with perception. (EN 09b18-23) 


Again, in a discussion of one of the specific virtues, mildness of temper, 
Aristotle writes: "What degree and type of divergence is blameworthy, 
it is not easy to express in any general principle: for the discernment 
lies in the particulars and in perception” (1126b2-4). The subtleties of 
à complex ethical situation must be seized in a confrontation with the 
situation itself, by a faculty that is suited to address it as a complex 
whole, Prior general formulations lack both the concreteness and the 
flexibility that is required. They do not contain the particularizing de- 
tails of the matter at hand, with which decision must grapple; and they 
are not responsive 10 what is there, as good decision must be, 

These two related criticisms are pressed repeatedly, as Aristotle ar- 
gues for the ethical priority of concrete description to general state- 
ment, particular judgment to general rule. "Among statements about 
conduct," he writes in an adjacent passage, "those that are universal 
(katholou) are more general (koinoterof, common to many things), 
but the particular are more true—for action is concerned with particu- 
lars, and statements must harmonize with these" (110742932). Princi- 


The Discernment of Perception. 159 


ples are authoritative only insofar as they are correct; but they are 
correct only insofar as they do not err with regard to the particulars. 
And it is not possible for a formulation intended to cover many differ- 
ent particulars to achieve a high degree of correctness, Therefore, in 
his discussion of justice Aristotle insists that the experienced judg- 
ments of the agent must both correct and supplement the general and 
universal formulations of law: 


A Taw is universal; but about some things itis not possible for a universal 
statement to be correct. Then in those matters in which itis necessary 10 
speak universally, but not possible to do so correctly, the law takes the 
visual case, though without ignoring the possibility of missing the mark. 

When, then, the law speaks universally, and something comes up that 
is not covered by the universal, then it is correct, insofar as the legislator 
has been deficient or gone wrong in speaking simply, to correct his omis- 
sion, saying what he woukd have said himself had he been present and 
would have legislated if he had known. (EN 1137134) 


‘The law is authoritative insofar as it is a summary of wise decisions. It 
is therefore appropriate to supplement it with new wise decisions 
made on the spot; and it is also appropriate to correct it where it di- 
verges from what a good judge would do in this case. Here again, we 
find that particular judgment is superior both in correctness and in 
flexibility. 

Aristotle illustrates the idea of ethical flexibility in a vivid and famous 
metaphor. He tells us that a person who makes each choice by appeal 
t0 some antecedent general principle held firm and inflexible for the 
occasion is like an architect who tries to use a straight ruler on the 
intricate curves of a luted column. No real architect does this, Instead, 
following the lead of the builders of Lesbos. he will measure with a 
flexible strip of metal, the Lesbian Rule, that “bends to the shape of 
the stone and is not fixed" (1137b30-32). This device is still in use, as 
‘one might expect. I have one. It is invaluable for measuring oddly 
shaped parts of an old Victorian house. (The Utilitarian who recently 
wrote that "we" prefer ethical systems in the style of the Bauhaus^ had 
fortunate architectural tastes, given his view of rules.) It is also of use 
in measuring the parts of the body, few of which are straight. We could 
anticipate our point, not too oddly, by saying that Aristotle's picture of 
ethical reality has the form of a human body or bodies rather than 
that of a mathematical construct. So it requires rules that fit it. Good. 
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deliberation, like the Lesbian Rule, accommodates itself to the shape 
that it finds, responsively and with respect for complexity. 

But perhaps Aristotle is speaking here only of the defectiveness of 
actual systems of rules; perhaps he says nothing against the idea that 
an ethical science could come into being if its rules were made precise 
or complicated enough. The image of the Lesbian Rule does not en- 
courage this thought, But we can go further in answering this objec- 
tion, showing, first, that he believes that correct choice cannot, even in 
principle, be captured in a system of rules, then going on to point out 
three features of the "matter of the practical” that show why not. 

In this same section of EN V, Aristotle tells us that practical matters 
are in their very nature indeterminate or indefinable (aorísta)—not 
just so far insufficiently defined. The universal account fails because no. 
Universal can adequately capture this matter, "The error is not in the 
law or in the legislator, but in the nature of the thing, since the matter 
of practical affairs is of this kind from the start" (1137b17-19). Again, 
in Book I, discussing the role of universal definitions and accounts in 
ethics (and preparing to put forward his own definition of the virtues) 
he writes 


Let this be agreed on from the start, that every statement about matters 
‘of practice ought to be said in outline and nor with precision, as we sad 
in the beginning that statements should be demanded in a way appro- 
priate to the matter at hand. And matters of practice and questions of 
what is advantageous never stand fixed, any more than do matters of 
health. If the universal definition is like this, the definition concerning 
particulars is even more lacking in precision. For such cases do not fall 
under any science or under any precept, but the agents themselves must 
in each case look to what suits the occasion, as is also the case in medi- 
cine and navigation. (1103b34- 1104210) 


‘The general account ought to be put forward as an outline only, and 
not the precise final word. It is not just that ethics has not yet attained 
the precision of science; it should not even try for such precision. 
Three reasons for this are suggested in this brief passage. First, prac- 
tical matters are mutable, or lacking in fixity, A system of rules set up in 
advance can encompass only what has been seen before—as a medical 
treatise can give only the recognized pattern of a disease. But the world 
‘of change confronts us with ever new configurations, ever new situa- 
tions for the determining of the virtuous course. What is more, since 
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the virtues themselves are individuated and defined with reference to 
contingent circumstances that may themselves undergo change (for 
example, Aristotle himself points out that there will be no virtue of 
generosity in a city with communistic property institutions), the good 
agent may need not only to locate the virtuous action among strange 
new events, but also to deal with an evolving and situation-relative list. 
of virtues. Even natural justice for human beings, Aristotle says, is “all 
mutable,” ie. historically rooted, relative to circumstances of scarcity 
and also of personal separateness that are relatively stable, but still in 
the natural world.” A doctor whose only resource, confronted with a 
new configuration of symptoms, was to tum to the textbook would 
be a poor doctor; a pilot who steered his ship by rule in a storm of 
unanticipated direction or intensity would be incompetent. Even so, 
people of practical wisdom must meet the new with responsiveness 
and imagination, cultivating the sort of flexibility and perceptiveness 
that will permit them, in the words of Thucydides (articulating an 
Athenian ideal of which Aristotle is the heir and defender) to "impro- 
vise what is required” (1.118). In several contexts, Aristotle speaks of 
practical wisdom as an ability concerned with stochazesthai. This word, 
which originally means “to take aim at a target," comes to be used of 
an improvisatory conjectural use of reason. He tells us that “the person 
‘who is good at deliberation without qualification is the one who takes 
aim (stochastikos) according to reason at the best for a human being 
in the sphere of things to be done" (1141b13-14); he associates this. 
ideal closely with the observation that practical wisdom is concerned. 
with particulars and not universals (1141b14-16) 

In the EN V passage, and implicitly in the one from Book II, Aristotle 
alludes to a second feature of the practical, its indeterminate or inde- 
finable character (to aoríston). It is difficult to interpret this feature; it 
seems to be connected with the variety of practical contexts and the 
situation-relatively of appropriate choice. One example is revealing, 
‘There is no definition (borismos) of good joke-telling, Aristotle writes, 
but itis aorístos, since itis so much a matter of pleasing the particular 
hearer, and “different things are repugnant and pleasant to different 
people" (1128a25ff). To extrapolate from this case, excellent choice 
cannot be captured in general rules, because it is a matter of fitting 
‘one’s choice to the complex requirements of a concrete situation, tak- 
ing all of its contextual features into account. A rule, like a manual of 
humor, woukd do both too little and too much: too little, because most 
of what really counts is in the response to the concrete; and this would 
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be omitted. Too much, because the rule would imply that it was itself 
normative for response (as a joke manual would ask you to tailor your. 
wit to the formulae it contains), and this would impinge (00 much 
on the flexibility of good practice. The Lesbian Rule is called aorístos, 
presumably because, unlike such precepts, it varies its own shape ac- 
cording to the shape of what is before it. In speaking of mutability 
Aristotle stresses change over time and the moral relevance of surprise; 
in speaking of the aoriston he stresses complexity and context. Both 
features call for responsiveness and yielding flexibility, a rightness of 
tone and a sureness of touch that no general account could adequately 
capture, 

Finally Aristotle suggests that the concrete ethical case may simply 
contain some ultimately parucular and non-repeatable elements, This 
is one part of what he means when he says that they simply do not fall 
under any general science or precept. Complexity and variety already 
yield a high degree of situational particulanty, for the occurrence of 
properties that are, taken singly, instantiated elsewhere in an endless. 
variety of combinations can make the whole context a unique particu: 
ar. But Aristotle also recognizes the ethical relevance of non-repeatable 
components. The moderate diet for Milo the wrestler is not the same 
as the moderate diet for Aristotle (indeed, for any other human being), 
because Milo's concrete, and presumably unique combination of size, 
weight, needs, goals and activity are all relevant to determining the 
appropriate for him. This is a contingent limitation on the universal; 
we could try to say that we have here a universal principle with only a 
single instance, in that if anyone else should turn up with that precise 
size, weight, etc. the ethical prescription would be the same. Even so, 
this would not be the sort of universal principle that would satisfy most 
devotees of principles, since it is rooted in the particulars of Milo's 
historical context in such a way that it could not have been anticipated 
with precision in advance; and perhaps (indeed, very likely) will be of 
no further use in the future. An ethical science with "principles" this 
context specific would have to have a vast and infinitely extensible se- 
ries of principles; and this is not a science that will satisfy those who 
are looking for science 

But Aristotle goes further still in some cases. The particularity of love 
and friendship seems to demand nonrepeatability in yet a stronger 
sense. Good friends will attend to the particular needs and concerns of 
their friends, benefiting them for the sake of what they are, in and of 
themselves. Some of this “themselves” consists of repeatable character 
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traits; but features of shared history and of family relationship that are 
not even in principle repeatable arc allowed to bear serious ethical 
weight. Here the agent's own historical singularity (and/or the histori- 
cal singularity of the relationship itself) enter into moral deliberation 
in a way that could not even in principle give rise to a universal princi- 
ple, since what is ethically important (among other things) is to treat 
the friend as a unique nonreplaceable being, a being not like anyone 
else in the world.” "Practical wisdom is not concerned with universals 
only; it must also recognize particulars, for it is practical, and practice 
concerns particulars" (1141bá-16).* 

In all of these ways, rules, general and/or universal, scen as norma- 
tive for correctness of judgment, fail in their very nature to measure up 
to the challenge of practical choice. And Aristotle's arguments are 
strong not only against the normative use of a systematic hierarchy of 
rules, but in general against any general algorithm for correct choice. 
The defense of the Lesbian rule and the account of the context-relativ- 
ity of the mean imply not only that the good judge will not decide by 
subsuming a case under antecedently fixed rules, but also that there is 
no general procedure or algorithm for computing what to do in every 
case. The appropriate response is not arrived! at mechanically; there is 
‘no general procedural description that can be given concerning how 
to find it. Or if there is, it is about as useful as a joke manual, and as 
potentially misleading. Here again, Aristotle's picture breaks sharply 
with contemporary attempts to describe a general formula or tech- 
nique of choice which can then be applied to each new particular. Aris- 
totle has no objection to the use of general guidelines of this sort for 
certain purposes. They have a useful role to play so long as they keep 
their place. Rules and general procedures can be aids in moral develop- 
ment, since people who do not yet have practical wisdom and insight 
need to follow rules that summarize the wise judgments of others 
Then too, if there is not time to formulate a fully concrete decision in 
the case at hand, it is better to follow a good summary rule or a stan- 
dardized decision procedure than to make a hasty and inadequate con- 
textual choice. Again, if we are not confident of our judgment in a given 
case, if there is reason to believe that bias or interest might distort our 
particular judgment, rules give us a superior constancy and stability. 
(This is Aristotle's primary argument for preferring the rule of law to 
rule by decree.) Even for wise adults who are not short of time, the 
rule has a function, guiding them tentatively in their approach to the 
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new particular, helping them to pick out its salient features. This func- 
tion we shall later examine in more detail 

But Aristotle's point in all these cases is that the rule or algorithm 
represents a falling off from full practical rationality, not its flourishing 
or completion. The existence ofa formal choice function is not a condi- 
tion of rational choice, any more than the existence of a navigation 
manual is a condition (surely not sufficient and usually not even neces- 
sary) of good navigation. Either the choice function is simply the sum- 
mary of what good judges do or have done in situations so far 
encountered in which case it will be true but posterior, and the more 
posterior the more it simplifies" —or it is an attempt to extract from 
that which they do and have done some more elegant and simple pro- 
‘cedure that can from then on be normative for what they do—in which 
case it will be false and even corrupting, 

An important thing to remember, in assessing this claim, is that Aris- 
totelian deliberation does not confine itself to means-end reasoning. 
It is, as we have insisted, concerned as well with the specification of 
ultimate ends. But this means that the contextual and nonrepeatable 
material can enter into the agent's deliberation at a much more basic 
level than at the level of means calculation and (for example) the reck- 
‘ning up of probabilities in connection with this. A great part of rarlo- 
nal. deliberation will be concerned with questions about whether a 
certain course of action here and now really counts as realizing some 
important value (say, courage or friendship) that is a prima facie part 
of her idea of the good Me; or even whether a certain way of acting (a 
certain relationship—type or particular) really counts as the sort of 
thing she wants to include in her conception of a good life at all. 
Whether this friendship, this love, this courageous risk, really is some- 
thing without which her life will be less valuable and less complete. For 
this sort of question, it seems obvious that there is no mathematical 
answer; and the only procedure to follow is (as we shall see) to imagine 
all the relevant features as well and fully and concretely as possible, 
holding them up against whatever intuitions and emotions and plans 
and imaginings we have brought into the situation or can construct in 
it. There is really no shortcut at all; or none that is not corrupting, The 
most we have by way of a theory of correct procedure is the account 
of good deliberation given by Aristotle himself, which is deliberately 
thin, referring for its content to the account of character. It not only 
does not tell us how to compute the mean, it tells us that there is no 
general true answer to this question. Beyond this, the content of ratio- 


The Discernment of Perception 165 


nal choice must be supplied by nothing less messy than experience 
and stories of experience. Among stories of conduct, the most true and 
informative will be works of literature, biography, and history; the more 
abstract the story gets, the less rational it is to use it as one's only guide. 
Good deliberation is like theatrical or musical improvisation, where 
what counts is flexibility, responsiveness, and openness to the external; 
to rely on an algorithm here is not only insufficient, it isa sign of imma- 
turity and weakness. It is possible to play a jazz solo from a score, 
making minor alterations for the particular nature of one’s instrument 
‘The question is, who would do this, and why? 

If all this is so, Aristotle must also refrain from giving any formal 
normative account of the properties of adult deliberative rationality 
For, like its subject matter, it is too flexible to be pinned down in a 
general way. Instead, he stresses the importance of experience in giv- 
ing content to practical wisdom, developing a contrast between practi- 
cal insight and scientific or mathematical understanding: 


It is obvious that practical wisdom is not deductive scientific understand 

ing (epistem). For it is of the ultimate and particular, as has been said— 
for the matter of action is like this. I is the analogue of theoretical insight 
(nous): for nous is of the ultimately first principles, for which there is no 
external justification; and practical wisdom is of the ultimate and particu: 

lar, of which there is no scientific understanding, but a kind of percep» 
tion—not, 1 mean, ordinary sense-perception of the proper objects of 
each sense, but the sort of perception by which we grasp that a certain 
figure is composed in a certain way out of triangles. (1142a23)" 


Practical insight is like perceiving in the sense that it is noninferential, 
nondeductive; it is an ability to recognize the salient features of a com- 
plex situation. And just as the theoretical nous comes only out of a 
long experience with first principles and a sense, gained gradually in 
and through experience, of the fundamental role played by these prin- 
ciples in discourse and explanation, so too practical perception, which 
Aristotle also calls nous, is gained only through a long process of living 


and choosing that develops the agent's resourcefulness and respon- 
siveness: 


Young people can become mathematicians and geometers and wise in 
things of that sont: but they do not appear to become people of practical 
wisdom. The reason is that practical wisdom is of the particular, which 
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becomes graspable through experience, but a young person is not experi- 
enced. For a quantity of time is required for experience. (1142112-16) 


and again: 


We credit the same people with possessing judgment and having reached 
the age of intuitive insight and being people of understanding and practi 
cal wisdom. For all of these abies are concerned with the ultimate and 
the particular. and all practical matters are concerned with the particu- 
lar and the ultimate. For the person of practical wisdom must recognize 
these, and! understanding and judgment are also concemed with practical 
matters, Le. with ultimates. And intuitive insight (nous) ts concerned with 
‘ulumates in both directions... [There follows a development of the 
parallel between grasp of first principles and grasp of ultimate particu: 
ars... This is why we should attend to the undemonstrated sayings of 
‘experienced and okler people or people of practical wisdom not less han. 
to demonstrations. For since experience has given them an eye they see 
correctly. (1143425-b14) 


By now we are inclined to ask what experience can possibly contribute, 
if what practical wisdom sees is the idiosyncratic and the new. Our 
‘emphasis on flexibility should not, however, make us imagine that Aris- 
totelian perception is rootless and ad hoc, rejecting all guidance from 
the past. The good navigator does not go by the rule book; and she is 
prepared to deal with what she has not seen before. But she knows, 
100, how to use what she has seen; she does not pretend that she has 
never been on a boat before. Experience is concrete and not exhaus- 
tively summarizable in a system of rules. Unlike mathematical wisdom 
it cannot be adequately encompassed in a treatise. But it does offer 
guidance, and it does urge on us the recognition of repeated as well as. 
unique features. Even if rules are not sufficient, they may be highly 
useful, frequently even necessary. We turn now to the third feature of 
his conception, which will further illuminate the others, 


IIL. The Rationality of Emotions and Imagination 


So far the Aristotelian picture has attacked two items that are com- 
monly alleged to be criterial of rationality. His third target is even more 
broadly so held: the idea that rational choice is not made under the 
influence of the emotions and the imagination. The idea that rational 
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deliberation might draw on and even be guided by these elements has 
sometimes even been taken (in both ancient and modern times) to be 
a conceptual impossibility, the “rational” being defined by opposition 
to these "irrational" parts of the soul. (This is especially true of emo- 
tion, but important writers in both ancient and modern times have 
included imagination in their blame of the irrational. This is, surpris- 
ingly, true even of some philosophers, like Stuart Hampshire, who are 
otherwise sympathetic to Aristotle's conception of choice.) Plato re- 
pudiated emotion and appetite as corrupting influences, insisting that 
correct practical judgments are reached only by encouraging the intel 
lect to go off "itself by itself,” free from their influence as far as possi- 
ble, The condition of the person in which they lead or guide intellect 
is given the pejorative name of “madness,” which is definitionally con- 
trasted with rationality or soundness of judgment." The two dominant 
moral theories of our own time, Kantlanism and Utilitarianism, have 
been no less suspicious of the passions; indeed, this is one of the few 
things on which they (usually) agree. For Kant, the passions are invari- 
ably selfish and aimed at one’s own states of satisfaction. Even in the 
context of love and friendship, he urges us to avoid becoming subject 
to their influence; for an action will have genuine moral worth only if 
itis chosen for its own sake; and given his conception of the passions 
he cannot allow that action chosen only or primarily because of passion 
could be chosen for its own sake. The Utiliarian believes that a passion 
like personal love frequently impedes rationality by being too paro- 
cchiak: it leads us to emphasize personal ties and to rank the nearer 
above the further, obstructing that fully impartial attitude toward the 
world that is the hallmark of Utilitarian rationality 

Imagination fares no better. Plato's rejection of the influence of sen- 
suous cognition is part and parcel of his general rejection of the influ: 
ence of the bodily. Without attempting to characterize Kant's own 
complex view of imagination, we may say that modern Kantians have 
shown considerable interest in curbing flights of deliberative imagina- 
tion that they sce as potential strong impediments to action in accor- 
dance with duty. Imagination is thought to be too often egoistic and 
selfindulgent, too concerned with particulars and with their relation 
to the self. One can be correctly motivated by duty without developing, 
imagination; therefore its cultivation is at best a luxury, at worst a 
danger. 

Nor do Utiltarians approve of imagination's vivid portrayal of alterna- 
tives in all their color and singularity; again this faculty is suspected of 
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being wedded to particularity and the recognition of incommensura- 
bles, therefore of being a threat to the impartial assessment of facts 
and probabilities. Whatever the faults of Dickens's Hard Times as a 
portrait of Utilitarianism—and they are many—he is surely correct in 
depicting the Benthamite father as holding the view that "fancy" is a 
form of dangerous selfindulgence, and that reason (conceived of as 
that factstoring and calculative power in virtue of which Mr. Gradgrind 
is always "ready 10 weigh and measure each parcel of human nature, 
and tell you exacıly what it comes 10”) is the only faculty to which 
education is properly addressed, if we are to build a properly impartial 
society. (Concerning Louisa, from the cradle starved in fancy, he re- 
lectis with moral satisfaction, "would have been self-willed .  . but for 
her bringing-up.”) Contemporary theorists follow these leads, either 
explicitly repudiating imagination and emotion as irrational or offering 
a picture of rationality in which they play no positive role. 

1 have sketched these motivations for the rejection of imagination 
and emotion in order to indicate that Aristotelian perception may have 
corresponding motives for their cultivation. If these facilities are indecd 
closely linked with our ability to grasp particulars in all of their richness. 
and concreteness, then perception will disregard them at its peril, As 
we pursue this lead, we shall at the same time see how Aristotle an- 
swers the charges that these faculties are invariably distorting and self- 
serving 

Aristotle does not have a single concept that corresponds exactly 
to our “imagination.” His pbantasía, usually so translated, is a more 
inclusive human and animal capability, that of focusing on some con- 
crete particular, either present or absent, in such a way as to see (or 
otherwise perceive) it as something, picking out its salient features, 
discerning its content." In this function it is the active and selective 
aspect of perception. But phantasia also works closely in tandem with 
memory, enabling the creature to focus on absent experienced items. 
in their concreteness, and even to form new combinations, not yet 
experienced, from items that have entered sense-experience. So it can. 
do much of the work of our imagination, though it should be stressed 
that Aristotle's emphasis is upon its selective and discriminatory charac- 
ter rather than upon its capability for free fantasy. Its job is more to 
focus on reality than to create unrealiy. 

Phantasia appears to be a faculty well suited to the work of delibera- 
tion as Aristotle understands it, and it is no surprise to find him invok- 
ing it in connection with the minor premise of the "practical 
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syllogism,” that is, the creature's perception of an item in the world as 
something that answers to one of his or her practical interests or con- 
cers. Elsewhere he shows imagination working closely with an ethical 
conception of the good: our imaginative view of a situation “marks off” 
‘or “determines” it as presenting elements that correspond to our view 
of what is to be pursued and avoided." It is also no surprise that he 
ascribes to human beings the capacity for a special sort of imagining, 
which is called “deliberative phantasia," and which involves the ability 
to link several imaginings or perceptions together, "making a unity 
from many." All thought, for Aristotle, is of necessity (in finite crea- 
tures) accompanied by an imagining that is concrete, even where the 
thought itself is absteact. This is just a fact of human psychology. But 
whereas the mathematician can safely disregard the concrete features. 
of his or her imagined triangle when she is proving a theorem about 
triangles, the person of practical wisdom will not neglect the concrete 
deliverances of imagination when thinking about virtue and goodness. 
Instead of ascending from particular to general, deliberative imagina- 
tion links particulars without dispensing with their particularity." It 
would involve, for example, the ability to recall past experience as one 
with, as relevant to, the case at hand, while still conceiving of both with 
rich and vivid concreteness. We are now prepared to understand that 
the Aristotelian will hold this concrete focusing to be not dangerously 
irrational, but an essential ingredient of responsible rationality, to be 
cultivated by educators. 

As for the emotions, Aristotle notoriously restores them to the cen- 
tral place in morality from which Plato had banished them. He holds 
that the truly good person will not only act well but also feel the appro: 
priate emotions about what he or she chooses. Not only correct moti- 
vation and motivational feelings but also correct reactive or responsive 
feelings are constitutive of this person's virtue or goodness. If 1 do the 
just thing from the wrong motives or desires (not for its own sake but, 
say, for the sake of gain), that will not count as virtuous action. This 
much even Kant could grant. More striking, I must do the just thing 
without reluctance or inner emotional tension. If my right choices al- 
ways require struggle, if 1 must all the time be overcoming powerful 
feelings that go against virtue, then I am less virtuous than the person 
whose emotions are in harmony with her actions. I am assessible for 
my passions as well as for my calculations; all are parts of practical 
rationality. 

Lying behind this is a picture of the passions as responsive and selec- 
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tive elements of the personality. Not Platonic urges or pushes, they 
possess a high degree of educability and discrimination. Even appeti- 
tive desires for Aristotle are intentional and capable of making distinc- 
tions; they can inform the agent of the presence of a needed object, 
working in responsive interaction with perception and imagination. 
Their intentional object is "the apparent good." Emotions are compos- 
ites of belief and feeling, shaped by developing thought and highly 
discriminating in their reactions. They can lead or guide the perceiving, 
agent, "marking off” in a concretely imagined situation the objects 10 
be pursued and avoided. In short, Aristotle does not make a sharp split 
between the cognitive and the emotive. Emotion can play a cognitive 
role, and cognition, if itis to be properly informed, must draw on the 
work of the emotive elements.” It is no surprise that choice is defined 
as an ability that lies on the borderline between the intellectual and the 
passional, partaking of both natures; it can be described, says Aristotle, 
either as desiderative deliberation or as deliberative desire (EN 
1113a10-12, 1393-5). 

Putting all this together, and allowing ourselves to extrapolate from 
the text in a way that appears to be consistent with its spirit, we might 
say that a person of practical insight will cultivate emotional openness 
and responsiveness in approaching a new situation. Frequently, it will 
be her passional response, rather than detached thinking, that will 
guide her to the appropriate recognitions. "Here is a case where a. 
friend needs my help”: this will often be "seen" first by the feelings 
that are constituent parts of friendship, rather than by pure intellect. 
Intellect will often want to consult these feelings to get information 
about the true nature of the situation. Without them, its approach to a 
new situation would be blind and obtuse. And even where correct 
choice is reached in the absence of feeling and emotional response, 
Aristotle will insist that it is less virtuous than choice that is emotional 
If help a friend unfeelingly, Lam less praiseworthy than if 1 do so with 
appropriate love and sympathy. Indeed my choice may not really be 
Virtuous at all; for an action to be virtuous, it must not only have the 
same content as the virtuously disposed person's action, it must be 
done "in the same manner" as the manner in which a person whose. 
passions love the good would do it. Without feeling, a part of correct 
perception is missing. 

1 believe that such statements imply that perception is not merely 
aided by emotion but is also in part constituted by appropriate re- 
sponse. Good perception is a full recognition or acknowledgment of 
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the nature of the practical situation; the whole personality sees it for 
what itis. The agent who discerns intellectually that a friend is in need 
or that a loved one has died, but who fails to respond to these facts 
with appropriate sympathy or grief, clearly lacks a part of Aristotelian 
virtue. It seems right to say, in addition, that a part of discernment or. 
perception is lacking. This person doesn’t really, or doesn’t fully, see 
‘what has happened, doesn't recognize it in a full-blooded way or take 
it in, We want to say that she is merely saying the words. “He needs 
my help,” or "she is dead," but really doesn’t yet fully mou it, because 
the emotional part of cognition is lacking. And it isn't just that some- 
times we need the emotions to get 10 the right (intellectual) view of 
the situation; this is true, but not the entire story. Neither is itjust that 
the emotions supply extra praiseworthy elements external to cognition 
but without which virtue is incomplete. The emotions are themselves. 
modes of vision, or recognition. Their responses are part of what know- 
ing, that is truly recognizing or acknowledging, consists in. To respond 
"at the right times with reference to the right objects, toward the right 
people, with the right aim, and in the right way, is what is appropriate. 
and best, and this is characteristic of excellence" (EN 1106b21-3). 

To read Aristotle this way offers a surprising exegetical and philo- 
sophical dividend, which can be only briefly described here. It has long 
troubled interpreters that, just after rejecting Socrates’ account of ake 
rasía, according to which all action against ethical knowledge is pro- 
duced by intellectual failure, Aristotle goes on to offer an account of 
his own that itself characterizes akrasia as an intellectual failure, The 
ordinary belief that it is possible to know the better and to do the 
worse because one is overcome by pleasure or passion was flouted in 
Socrates’ account, which claimed that these failures were really due to 
ignorance. Aristotle, having set himself to preserve the ordinary belief, 
does indeed mention the motivating role of the desire for pleasure in 
akrasia, but says that this desire would not overpower knowledge but 
for a simultaneous intellectual failure, the failure of the agent to grasp. 
the “minor premise” of the practical syllogism, He or she has general 
ethical knowledge, and uses it, but either lacks or fails to use the con: 
crete perception of the nature of this particular case. How, then, has 
he escaped his own criticism? 

Without becoming too deeply entangled in the interpretative issues 
surrounding this difficult text, I want to suggest that this frequently 
scored position makes far more sense if we take the inclusive view of 
perception that 1 have just outlined, according to which it has emo- 
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tional and imaginative, as well as intellectual, components, The agent 
who is swayed by pleasure does not have 10 be dislodged from factual 
knowledge of his or her situation, that is, that this is a case of infidelity 
or overeating. There is a sense in which she can be said 10 know this 
throughout: for, as Aristote in the same context says explicitly, she may 
say all the right things when questioned, and offer factually correct 
descriptions. She may, he adds, even correctly perform means-end de- 
liberations in connection with her akratic action, which presumably she 
could not if she did not in a certain sense grasp, by intellect, its charac 
ter.# She is, however, evasive. She is not fully confronting or acknowl 
edging the situation to herself, allowing herself to see vividly its 
implications for her life and the lives of others, and to have the re- 
sponses that are appropriate to that vision. Her interest in short-term 
pleasure causes her to insulate herself from these responses and from 
the knowledge they help to constitute. So her intellectual grasp doesn't 
amount to perception, or to a real grasp and use of the minor premise. 
Even though she has the facts right, there is a perfectly good, though 
quite non-Socratic, sense in which she doesn't know what she is doing, 

"This reading offers a new insight into the phenomenon of akrasia, 
‘one that places the Aristotelian view in an illuminating relation both to. 
its own tradition and to ours. Our Anglo-American tradition tends, like. 
Plato, to think of akrasia as a problem of passion, whose solution lies 
either in some rational modification of the troublesome passions or 
in some technique of mastery and control, Like Plato again, we tend 
(influenced, certainly, by the modern moral theories I have men- 
tioned) to think of the passions as dangerously selfish and self-ndul- 
gent items that will, given any latitude, swell up and lead us away from 
the good. On the Socratic view, it is ethical knowledge that stops ak- 
rasia, by transforming the beliefs on which complex passions are 
based; on the mature Platonic view, knowledge must be combined with 
suppression and “starvation.” But the cause of the edge must be com- 
bined with suppression and "starvation." But the cause of the problem, 
in all these cases, is found in the so-called irrational part of the soul 

If Lam right, the Aristotelian account quietly rums this picture on its 
head, pointing out that akrasia is frequently (though not always) 
caused by an excess of theory and a deficiency in passional response. 
The person who acts akratically against his or her knowledge of the 
ood is frequently quite capable of performing correctly in all the intel- 
lectual ways; what she lacks is the heart’s confrontation with concrete 
ethical reality. We could express this by saying that knowledge needs 
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responsiveness to be effective in action: we could also say that in the 
absence of correct response there is no, or no full, practical knowledge. 
‘The Aristotelian account, putting things in the second way, urges us to 
think of real practical insight and understanding as a complex matter. 
involving the whole soul. The opposite of Platonic knowledge is igno- 
ance; the opposite of Aristotelian perception can, in some cases, be 
ignorance; but it can also, in other cases, be denial or selfdeceptive 
rationalization, 

We can go further. Frequently a reliance on the powers of the intel: 
lect can actually become an impediment to true ethical perception, by 
impeding or undermining these responses. It frequently happens that 
theoretical people, proud of their intellectual abilities and confident in 
their possession of techniques for the solution of practical problems, 
are led by their theoretical commitments to become inattentive to the 
concrete responses of emotion and imagination that would be essential 
constituents of correct perception. It is a familiar problem. Sophocles: 
Creon, fascinated by his theoretical effort to define all human concerns 
in terms of their productivity of civic well-being, does not even perceive 
what at some level he knows, namely that Haemon is his son. He 
mouths the words; but he does not really acknowledge the tie—until 
the pain of loss reveals it to him. Proust’s narrator, after a systematic 
study of his heart using the methods of precise empirical psychology, 
concludes that he does not love Albertine. This false conclusion 
which, again, he soon acknowledges as false in and through responses 
of suffering) is reached not in spite of the intellect, but in a way because 
of it; because he was encouraging it to go off "itself by itself,” without 
the necessary companionship of response and feelings. Henry James's 
The Sacred Fount is a fascinating account of what the workd looks like 
t0 a man who carries this separation all the way, allowing theoretical 
intellect to determine his relation to all concrete phenomena, refusing 
himself any other human relation to them, and yet at the same time 
riding himself on the fineness of his perception. What we discover as 
we read is that such a person cannot have any knowledge of the peo- 
ple and events around him. His sort of incomplete perception can 
never reach the subject matter or engage with it in a significant way. 
So the Aristotelian position does not simply inform us that theorizing, 
needs to be completed with intuitive and emotional responses; it warns 
us of the ways in which theorizing can impede vision. The intellect 
is not only not all-sufficient, it is a dangerous master. Because of its 
overreaching, knowledge can be "dragged around like a slave." 
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All this, once again, has clear implications for the contemporary the- 
ory of choice, Many contemporary theories of rationality, as taught and 
practiced in the academy and in public life, share the goals and the 
policies of Mr. Gradgrind. That is, they make every attempt to cultivate 
calculative intellect and none at all to cultivate “fancy” and emotion, 
‘They do not concern themselves with the books (especially works of 
literature) that would cultivate those responses; indeed they implicitly 
deny their relevance to rationality. Aristotle tells us in no uncertain 
terms that people of practical wisdom, both in public and in private 
life, will cultivate emotion and imagination in themselves and in other 
and will be very careful not to rely too heavily on a technical or purely 
intellectual theory that might stifle or impede these responses. They 
will promote an education that cultivates fancy and feeling through 
works of literature and history, teaching appropriate occasions for and 
degrees of response. They will consider it childish and immature nor 
to cry or be angry or otherwise to experience and display passion 
where the situation calls for it. In looking for private models and public 
leaders, we should desire 10 be assured of their sensitivity and emo- 
Wonal depth, as well as of their intellectual competence. 


IV. The Three Elements Together 


We have now identified three different parts of Aristotle's picture of 
perception and practical knowing. All of them appear to form part of 
his attack on the notion that practical reason is a form of scientific 
understanding, a view that is defended prominently by Plato. Plato's 
conception (at least at some periods) insists on the qualitative homoge- 
neity of the values; it argues that practical knowledge is completely 
summarized in a system of (timeless) highly general universals; it also 
insists that intellect is both necessary and sufficient for correct choice. 
Plato is certainly not the only thinker in history who has linked these. 
three ideas together. In this sense, Aristode's conception already looks. 
unified, as being directed against different elements of a single coher- 
ent position. But itis possible to say more about the internal coherence 
‘of this picture of perception; for its various elements support one an- 
other in more than a polemical way. 

Noncommensurability, as we have said, is not sufficient for the prior- 
ity of particular to universal. But commensurability in the strong form 
of Singleness is certainly sufficient for the priority of both the general 
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and the universal to the particular: for the single measure will have 10 
be some sort of highly general universal, that is, one thing that turns. 
up in qualitatively the same way in many different things. Even the 
limited commensurability of Metricity is sufficient for the rejection of. 
unique nonrepeatable properties from practical salience, And we can 
see that the general spirit of Aristotle's noncommensurability leads di- 
rectly to and supports his account of the priority of particulars. For 
his noncommensurability says, Look and see how rich and diverse the. 
Ultimate values in the world are. Do not fil to investigate each valuable 
item, cherishing it for its own specific nature and not reducing it to 
something else. These injunctions lead in the direction of a long and 
open-ended list—for we would not want to rule out beforehand the 
possibility that some new item will turn up whose own separate nature. 
is irreducibly distinct from those we have previously recognized. In the 
context of friendship and love, especially, these injunctions are virtually 
certain to guarantee that the list of ultimate values will include some 
nonrepeatable particular items: for each friend is to be cherished for 
his or her own sake, not simply as an instan of the universal 
value, friendship. And it appears that this will include not only charac- 
ter, but also a shared history of mutuality. In this way, although Aris- 
totle does have independent arguments for the priority of particulars 
(those having to do with indefiniteness and mutability), the first two 
elements certainly support each other well 

‘The account of emotion and imagination gives further support 10 
and is supported by both elements. For it is in the nature of imagina- 
tion, as we have said, to recognize highly concrete and, frequently, 
uniquely particular objects. And the objects to which we are most 
strongly attached by our passions are frequently like this as well. In the 
Politics, arguing against Plato, Aristotle says that the two things that 
above all make people love and care for something are the thought 
that it is all their own and the thought that its the only one they have 
(1262b22-3); so our most intense feelings of love and fear and grief are 
likely to be directed at objects and persons who are seen as irreducibly 
particular in their nature and in their relationship to us. To argue that 
‘emotion and imagination are essential components of practical know- 
ing and judging is to suggest very strongly that good judging will at 
least in part be a matter of focusing on the concrete and even the 
particular, which will be seen as incommensurate with other things. 
And in EN X-9 he indeed explicitly connects the loving relation between 
parent and child with an ethical knowledge that is superior to that of 
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the public educator in its concrete particularity (1807-13). On the 
other hand, to defend noncommensurability is to reopen the space in 
which the emotions and imagination operate and have their force. A 
Platonist ethical position, Aristotle plausibly argues, undermines the 
strength of the emotions (Pol. 1262b23-4); and Plato himself would 
concede that belief in commensurability and universality at least cuts 
away many of the most common emotional reactions, since he, too, 
grants that these are based on perceptions of specialness. Again, to 
defend the priority of particulars is to inform us that imagination can 
play a role in deliberation that cannot be altogether replaced by the 
functioning of abstract thought. It would be possible to defend a flexi- 
ble contextoriented perception of particulars without giving a promi- 
nent role to emotion and imagination; for one might try to describe a 
purely intellectual faculty that would by itself be adequate for seizing 
the relevant features. There is some precedent for this in some pre- 
Aristotelian Greek accounts of practical wisdom, which defend an im- 
provisatory contextual use of reason that looks very cool, wily, and self- 
controlled. Aristotle would feel, 1 think, that this sort of reason was 
insufficient for the sensitive task of deliberating about ends, though it 
might be all right for technical means-end reasoning. Here he is in 
agreement with an important tradition in Athenian political thought. 
For although Thucydides, as we have mentioned, praises the resource- 
ful improvisational ability of Themistocles without mention of emo- 
tions, the funeral oration of Pericles makes it abundantly clear that full 
political rationality requires passion, and the sort of judgment that is 
made with and through love and vision. Athenians are to cultivate the 
ability to conceive in imagination of their city's greatness and still 
greater promise; and they are to "fll in love” with her when they see 
this greatness (1143.1). He would probably conclude, not implausibly, 
that a citizen who did not feel this love had in a certain way failed 10 
perceive both Athens and his own place in her. 

One final connection between this feature and the other two: f one 
believes, with Plato, that the strong emotions are sources of unbearable 
tension and strain in a human life, one will have good reason to culti- 
vate a way of secing and judging that limits and reduces their power. 
Both commensurability and universality do this, as Plato argues. Be- 
cause the Aristotelian position accepts emotional attachment as an 
ntrinsically valuable source of richness and goodness in human life, it 
lacks one of Plato's most prominent motivations for the transforma- 
tions involved in the first two features. 
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‘The three elements fit together, then, to form a coherent picture of 
practical choice. 1 see no significant tensions among them, and numer- 
ous reasons why the defender of one will wish to defend the others as 
well. They seem to articulate different aspects of a single idea. We 
might characterize this central idea, borrowing a phrase from Henry 
James, as one of becoming “finely aware and richly responsible"; of 
being a person on whom nothing is lost." Being responsibly commit- 
ted t0 the world of value before her, the perceiving agent can be 
counted on to investigate and scrutinize the nature of each item and 
each situation, to respond to what is there before her with full sensitiv- 
ity and imaginative vigor, not to fall short of what is there to be seen 
and felt because of evasiveness, scientific abstractness, or a love of sim- 
plification. The Aristotelian agent is a person whom we could trust to 
describe a complex situation with full concreteness of detail and emo- 
tional shading, missing nothing of practical relevance. As James writes, 
"The person capable of feeling in the given case more than another of 
what is to be felt for it, and so serving in the highest degree to record 
it dramatically and objectively, is the only sort of person on whom we 
can count not to betray, to cheapen, or, as we say, give away the value 
and beauty of the thing 7** 


Notes 


1, This topic was first addressed In my Aristotle's De Motu Animalium 
(Princeton, NJ, 1978) Essay 4; it was developed further in The Fragility of 
Goodness (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986), chap. 10, 

2, On “scientific,” see further below, and. for a discussion of ancient con- 
ceptions of science, see Fragility chap. 4 

3. EN 110961823, 1126b2-4—on which see below 

^ This phrase is taken from Plato, Protagoras, 356. Fora full discussion of 
the claims made in this paragraph, see Fragility. chap. 4, and also, in this collec 
tion, "Plato on Commensurabiliy.” 1 do not believe that Plato is the only pro- 
ponent of the “science” that Aristotle has in view: on some of the other 
Televant background, see my "Consequences and Character in Sophocles: Phí 
Joctetes," Philosophy and Literature 1 (1976-7) 25-53, 

5, It is, of course. not necessary to accept or reject all of these as a single 
package. We could have Metricity without any of the others; Metricity and Sin 
gleness without Consequentialism (f a metric could be found, for example, in 
the actions themselves); Consequentialism without either Metrcity or Single 
ness. 

6. On the role of hedonism in Plato and its relationship 10 the historical 
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context, see Fragility, chap. 4, which includes full references to the secondary 
necatur. 

7. These dificulies include: the question whether the two accounts are 
answers to à single or to two different questions; the question whether the two. 
accounts are compatible or incompatible; the question whether EN VII (= EE 
VI) belongs with the Nicomachean or the Eudemtian work, and what difier- 
‘ence this makes to our analysis. Some important items in the vast literature on 
these questions are discussed in Fragility, chap. 10 

8. For one account of the relationship between the conceptual and the 
‘empirical in Aristotle, see Fragility, chap. 8. 

9. The interpretation given here is the most common one; a recent reinter- 
pretation is discussed in Fragility, chap. 10, n. 12 

10. See further discussion of this passage in Fragiliy, chap. 10, with notes 
argue there that several other interesting and profound arguments in this 
chapter of the EN are not really pertinent to the crigism of Plato with refer 
‘ence to the notion of a single good in a human We: this is the argument that 
seems to do the important work on that topic 

1. For further discussion of this passage, and of Arstotle’s arguments that. 
the goal of political distribution should be capability to function, see my "Na- 
ore, Function, and Capability: Adstorke on Political Distribution," Oxford Stud- 
des in Ancient. Philosophy, Supplementary Volume 1988. On the need (0 
recognize qualitatively heterogeneous ends in political planning, sce Robert 
Erikson, “Descriptions of Inequality: the Swedish Approach to Welfare Re- 
search," paper for the Quality of Life Conference arranged by the Work Inst 
tute for Development Economics Research in Helsinki, in The Quality of Life, 
‘ec M. Nussbaum and A. Sen (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993). 

12. On this ambition as a theme in early Greck ethics, see Fragility, chaps. 
Sand 

13. In Book Lof the EN, in discussing the criterion of “sufficiency,” Aristotle 
suugests that we ask, concerning a candidate for component membership in 
‘eudaimonia, whether a life that was complete with respect 10 every other 
dci, but lacked this one alone, was truly complete without it. The argument 

EN IX for the rule of friendship in eudaimonía works the same way: see 
Fratiliy, chap. V. 

14, This is a dcep and pervasive thought, from ancient Greek times until the 
present. Fora critical discussion, see Amarıya Sen, "Plural Uni." Proceedings 
of the Aristotelian Society 85 (1982-5). Sen argues plausibly that utility cannot 
adequately be understood as a single metric, since not all qualitative distinc 
tions can be reduced to quantitative distinctions. Then, however, he comes to 
the conclusion that utility must be understood as a plurality of vectors, along 
‘each of which there is full quantitative commensurability, and between which 
there is total non-comparabilty. This view is still, then, in the grip ofthe picture 
that Aristotle attacks. In more recent work, Sen has defended a more thor- 
‘oughly Aristotelian conception. See especially Commodities and Capabilities, 
4 Mennipman Lecture (Amsterdam, 1985), in which the valuation function is 
an incomplete partial ordering based on qualitative comparison and not on 
reduction to any single metric: 
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15. 1do not discuss here the apparent difficulties caused by the presence in 
most translations of the phrase, ‘We deliberate not about the end, but about 
the means to the end.” The mistranslaion is discussed! in Fragility. chap. 10, 
with references, expecially to David Wiggins, “Deliberation and Practical Rea 
san," Proc. Arist. Soc. 76 (1975-6) 29-51, to which my understanding uf Aris- 
totle on these issues is much indebted. Deliberation about “what pertains to. 
the end” (the correct translation of the Greek) includes, as well, the further 
specification of what is to count as the end. Starting, for example, from the 
valued end of love and friendship. 1 can go on to ask fora further specification 
Of what, more precisely, love and friendship are and for an enumeration of 
their types, without implying that I regard these different relationships as com- 
mensurable on a single quantitative scale, either with one another or with 
other major values. And if should ask of justice or of love whether beth are 
constituent parts of endafmonia. V surely de not imply that we can hokl these 
two things up to a single measuring standard, regarding them as productive of 
some one further thing, The question whether something ts or is not 10 count 
as part of eudaimonia is just the question whether that thing is a valuable 
component in the best human life. Since Aristotle Ils that the best life is 
Inclusive ofall those things that are choiceworthy for their own sake, this is 
{equivalent to asking whether that item has intrinsic value. But in his discussion 
Cf Plato on the good, Aristotle has argued that valuing a vinoe for its omn sake 
‘not only does not require, but is incompatible with viewing it as qualitatively 
commensurable with other valuable tems. Tn view it in that way would nnt he 
to have the proper regard for the distinctions of s nature. 

16. On the relevance of Aristotelian conceptions to contemporary social 
thinking, sec "Perception and Revolution,” this volume. Sce also "Non Relative 
Virtues: an Aristotelian Approach." Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 1988, 

17. So far, too, it appears compatible with a singe-valued ranking in terms 
of the strength of agents’ desires, the view defended by James Griffin in "Are 
‘There Incommensurable Values?" Philosophy and Public Afairs 7 (1977) 34- 
59, and discussed by Dan Brock in his commentary on the original version of. 
this paper in Proceedings of tbe Boston Area Colloquium for Ancient Philoso- 
Phy 1 (1985); for an Aristotelian criticism of that view, sce below. 

18. For the bare heginnings of a discussion, sce n. 15, Fragility, chap. 10, 
and De Motu, Essay 5. On this subject, in addition to the Wiggins article cited 
in n. 15, see also his "Claims of Need,” in Morality and Objectivity, ed. T. 
Honderich (London, 1985) 149-202. An excellent discussion of this whoke 
{opie is in Henry Richardson, Deliberation Is of Ends. Harvanıl Ph D. dissera- 
ton, 1986. 

19. On this anthropocentricity see Fragility, chaps. 10 and 11, and “Ans: 
totle on Human Nature and the Foundations of Ethics.” in World. Mind, and. 
Fibics: Essays on the Ethical Philosophy of Bernard Williams, ey}. Altam 
and R. Harrison (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995) 

20. Nor would the Griffin view solve the difficulties that Plato wishes to 
solve by the introduction of metricity amd singleness. On these sec "Plato on. 
Commensurability" this volume. Sen's Commodities and Capabilities (see n. 
14) contains a very illuminating discussion of this issue. 
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21. RM. Hare, Moral Thinking (Oxford, 1981). 

22. See Moral Thinking. 

23. Fora longer account of this point, see Fragility, chap. 10, 

24, Note here the slide from universal to general: but the point i that the 
moment it covers many particulars it gets too unspecific to be the best way of 
approaching a concrete context. A universal need not abstract from contextual 
features (see below); but the sort of universal principle that can be fixed in 
advance and applied to many cases will have to do this too much for Aristote. 
Liranslate katholou, for consistency, as “universal” throughout, though in my 
intespretive remarks 1 try 10 make clear exactly which issue Aristotle has in 
mind 

25. J, Glover, quoted in D. Wiggins, “Deliberation and Practical Reason" (see 
n u$. 

26. This “ought to^ is sometimes mistranslated as "will have 10." On this, 
sec De Motu, Essay 4, Fragility, chap. 10. 

27. Pol. 1263b7-14 Here, however, Aristotle actually concludes that the Pla- 
tonic scheme shoukd be blamed for eliminating the virtue, a response that 
appears to run counter to his overall position (on which see Fragility, chap. 
10, 10). The remark is probably best understood as saying that Plato has not 
-liminated property itself, he has just eliminated individuals control over prup- 
thus, there is sull the conceptual space for the virtue, but there is no. 
sphere of choice in which individuals can exercise the virtue. See also "Non- 
Relative Virtues 

28. EN VI B24-48, 00 Aristotle's arguments as to why laws should be made 
ficult to change, sce Pragilty, chap. 10 

29. On the types of individuality recognized as relevant 10 Iove and friend- 
ship, see Fragility, chaps. 6,7, 12. For some doubts as to whether the Aritote- 
lan position really satishics all our intuitions about this individuality, see Love's 
Knoteledge, "we and the Individual." Further remarks are in the Introduction 
{nthe section entitled “The Aristotclan Ethical View.” and in the endnote to 

Finely Aware: 

30. For a list of passages in which Aristotle speaks this way, see Fragility, 
chap. 10, n. 29. Compare the illuminating discussion of these issues in Andrew 
Harrison, Making and Thinking: A Study of Intelligent Activities (Hassocks, 
Sussex, 1978), esp. chap. 3 

31. See Aristotle's De Motu, Essay 4 

32. See the excellent discussion of this passage in Wiggins, “Deliberation.” 
Lam to some extent indebted to his translation. cum-explcation here, as in 
1143u25-b14 below. 

33. See, for example, Hampshire, Morality and Conflict, pp. 130-135— 
where imagination is contrasted with the "rational" and said to be a faculty 
inappropriate for judgments about justice. (Here 1 shoukd say, "sympathetic to 
the picture of choice that I have ascribed to Aristotl"—since Hampshire and 
1 do not have altogether the same interpretation of Aristotle.) 

54. See Fragility, chaps. 5,7. The Phaedrus, angue, modifies this picture 

35. See De Motu, Essay 5, where 1 discuss all the relevant texts, and ihe 
secondary literature 
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36. Sce De Anima, 431624, discusses in greater length in Fragility, chap. 
10. In "Changing Aristotle's Mind" (in M. Nussbaum and A. Rorty, eds, Essays 
om Aristotle's "De Anima” [New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), Hilary 
Putnam and I bring forward evidence that Aristotle regards emotion, as well as 
imagination, as a selective form of cognitive awareness 

37. This view of deliberative phantasia is not certain, but it has a long and 
venerable history; see, for example, Aquinas s fascinating discussions of why 
God equipped humans with phantasia for We in this word, and why an angel 
who lacked it would be confused and at a loss ín a world of particulars. (The. 
numerous references in the Summa Theologica to this topic are brought to- 
‘ether and discussed in Putnam and Nusshaum, ihid.) 

38, Sce Fragility, chap. 9 

39. Sce my "The Stoics on the Extirpation of the Passions,” Apeinon (1987) 
20 129-78, 

40, EN, 1142b18,20; see also 1147a18-24, where Aristotle compares the in- 
tellectual grasp of the akratic agent to the grasp of a principle that a student 
has when he or she i first learning it: “That they |sc-akratics] make the state- 
ments of a knowing person is no sign of anything. For people affected in this 
way can also recite demonstrations and quote the verses of Empedocles. And 
students who are learning something for the first time string statements 10- 
gether, but they don’t yet understand: for the statements have to gr to be a 
part of them (stumphuénai), and this requires time. So we should suppose that 
akratics speak in about the way that actors do.” Both the student and the actor 
comparison bear out my point. What the akratic has is factual (intellectual) 
knowledge: what she lacks is real recognition or understanding, the kind of 
grasp of what is really at stake that comes from somewhere deep within her, 
from something that is part of her. The comparison to the actor makes it espe- 
cially likely that deficiency of genuine feeling is in question, at least some of 
the time, 

41. On all these issues, sce Fragility, especially chap. 5, Interlude 2 

42. Sce M. Detienne and J. P. Vernant, Les ruses de l'intelligence. la métis 
des grecs (Paris, 1974), discussed in Fragility, esp. chaps. 1, 7. 

43, H. James, The Princess Casamassima (New York, 1907-9) 1. 169. 

^4. Ibid, preface, L xi 


Copyrighted material 


8 


Aristotle on Akrasia, Eudaimonia, 
and the Psychology of Action 


Alfred R. Mele 


Although Aristotle's work on akrasta has prompted numerous com- 
peting interpretations, at least one point seems clear: incontinent ac- 
tion is, for him, dependent upon some deficiency in the agent's 


s 
cognitive condition at the time of action." But why, exactly, did he take 
this view? This question, my central concern in the present paper, is 
not Just a query about Aristotle's understanding of incontinent action. 
It leads us at once into a tangled web of questions about his conception 
of human action and its psychological antecedents, questions which 
careful attention to the issue at hand promises to illuminate. Moreover, 
though this line cannot be fully developed here, I think that Aristotle's 
largely ignored attempt (examined in Section Il below) to bring certain 
traits of character into the explanation of incontinent and continent 
action is remarkably insightful and that philosophers who continue to 
be intrigued by the theoretical questions raised by incontinent action 
‘will share my interest in it 

In the “formal” discussion of akrasia in NE, VII, the cognitive de- 
ficiency in the absence of which akratic action cannot occur is located 
specifically in the agent’s relation to a “particular” or "minor" practical- 
syllogistic premise (1146035-1147a10). Although Aristotle does not 
make it clear why he takes this position, it is often thought that his 
doctrine of the so-called practical syllogism commits him to denying, 
that there can be akratic actions against practical-syllogistie conclu 
sions, in which case it is natural to suppose that he imports the idea 
of cognitive or epistemic deficiency in order to explain why “right” 
conclusions are not reached in cases of akratic action. This interpreta: 


183 


184 Alfred R. Mele 


tion of the practical syllogism and its bearing upon the epistemic defi- 
ciency of the akratic agent is the focus of the present paper. 

My primary purpose here is to show that Aristotle’s conception of 
practical inference does not preclude there being akratic actions 
against practicalsyllogistic conclusions (including conclusions con- 
cerning something to be done here and now) and that there are good 
textual reasons for maintaining that he did not mistakenly think that it 
did. This project is undertaken in the first two sections below. Section 
IW addresses a related matter. Something must account for Aristotle's 
making epistemic deficiency of the sort in question a necessary condi- 
tion of akratic action; and, as 1 see it, it is incumbent upon me to pro- 
pose an alternative 10 the explanation to be rejected here. In Section 
IM, 1 suggest that the key to Aristotle's attribution of epistemic defi- 
ciency to the arkatés lies in the idea of a motivationally indefeasible 
reason for action. 1 shall propose that akratic action against a practical 
conclusion is possible, in Aristotle's view, provided that the conclusion. 
is not grounded in an occurrent desire for happiness (eudaimonia), 
and that, for Aristotle, a practical conclusion (concerning present ac- 
tion) which s so grounded is indefeasible, in the sense that it cannot 
be motivationally overridden by a competing desire or set of desires. 
ipistemic deficiency with respect to a premise of the particular may, 
as we shall sce, take many forms; but 1 shall suggest that it must, for 
Aristotle, involve the agent's failing to see how the "particular facts" of 
his present situation bear upon his happiness—te., it must preclude 
the agent’s reaching a right conclusion grounded in an occurrent de- 
re of his for happiness. I hasten to add that 1 shall not, in Section III, 
be asking what Aristotle's explicit reasons were for hokding the episte- 
mic deficiency thesis. This would be pointless, since, as 1 mentioned, 
Aristotle does not make his reasons explicit. Rather 1 shall ask what 
theoretical commitments motivated him to make epistemic deficiency 
concerning a "particular" premise a necessary condition of akratic ac- 
tion. 


In this section, I shall consider two seemingly plausible explanations of 
Aristotle's holding that akratic action depends upon the agent’s being 
epistemically deficient. 1 shall argue that the first explanation is unsuc- 
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cessful, and I shall set the stage for the rejection of the second, which 
‘explanation is attacked in Section II. 

Explanation 1. If the akratés were not epistemically deficient, he 
would complete a relevant "right" practical syllogism; for he would 
fully or non-deficiently now both the relevant "right" universal premise 
and the relevant particular premise, in which case he coukd not fail to 
reach the right conclusion. But the conclusion of a practical syllogism 
is an action. Therefore, if the akrares had full knowledge of the right 
premises, he would act in accordance with the right syllogismi 
continently.> 

Explanation 2. For the reasons just cited, full knowledge of the right 
premises implies completion of the right syllogism. The conclusion of 
a practical syllogism concerning present action, rather than being an 
(external) action, is a choice, decision, or intention to do A here and 
now, or a judgment that one ought to do A straightaway. But the rela- 
tionship between conclusions of practical syllogisms and actions is 
such that if the akrates were to draw a conclusion concerning immedi- 
ate action he would act accordingly. " [W]hen a single opinion results” 
from one's practical premises, “the man who can act (dunamenon) 
and is not prevented (me koluomenon) must immediately act accord- 
ingly” (NE, VIL 1147426-31); and to suppose that akratic action de- 
pends in any way on the agent's being unable to act on his conclusion 
or on his being prevented from doing so, is to construe ability or pre- 
vention so broadly as to make Aristotle's position on the connection 
between practical reasoning and action vacuous. Therefore, Aristotle 
cannot allow the akrates to reach a right conclusion (about an action 
to be performed at once) in cases of akratic action; and, consequently, 
he must insist that the akrates is epistemically deficient with respect. 
to one or more of his premises 

The element of the first answer on which I shall concentrate is the 
claim that the conclusion of a practical syllogism is an action. Aristotle 
does, to be sure, say of one of the syllogisms discussed in De Motu 
Animalium 7 that its conclusion "is an action” (701420), and he asserts 
two lines later that “the action is the conclusion."* But these claim: 
should be interpreted in the light of the following points. (i) The exam: 
ple in question reads as follows: 


1 need a covering, a coat is a covering: 1 need a coat. What 1 need [ought 
to make, [need a coat: I make a coat. And the conclusion 1 must make a 
oat is an action. (0118-20) 
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Here we see that there are propositional conclusions of practical syllo- 
gisms (eg, "I must make a coat”) which, precisely because they are 
propositional, are distinguishable from the ensuing (external) action. 
(c. [7]. p. 230). (ii) There are two syllogisms and two conclusions in 
the preceding example, and the first conclusion, “I need a coat," does 
not specify an action to be done nor an action-type to be instantiated.* 
(iil) Given Aristotle's definition of a protasis (proposition or premise) 
in the Prior Analytics as “a sentence affirming or denying one thing or 
another" (2416-17), itis difficult to believe that he could think that a 
proposition is an action. (iv) As we have already seen, Aristotle asserts 
in NE, VILS that "when a single opinion results" from the premises of 
a practical syllogism, an appropriate action must be performed at once. 
(E the agent "can act and is not prevented"). But if the immediate 
result of one's practical premises is an opinion, then the appropriate 
action is preceded by a conclusion (or result). (v) Similarly, we are told 
in De Motu An, 8 that "thinking that one ought to go and going are 
virtually simultaneous (bama bos eipein), unless there be something, 
else to hinder" (7021517). Here, only sixty some lines after our initial 
example, Aristote clearly distinguishes between an opinion of the sort 
which could be the conclusion of a practical syllogism and a corre- 
sponding action’ (vi) Furthermore, if the proximate conclusions 
"reached" from practical premises are opinions, and an agent's form- 
ing a "concluding" opinion is virally simultaneous with his perform- 
ing the relevant action, then there is an extended sense of 
"conclusion" in which an (external) action és characteristically a conclu- 
sion of a practical syllogism. It is not an immediate conclusion; for it is. 
mediated by a concluding opinion. But it is "virtually simultaneous” 
with the formation of such an opinion; and, of course, the primary 
purpose of practical reasoning is, not to arrive at opinions, but to gen- 
erate action. This, 1 think, is the intended meaning of Aristotle's claim 
that the conclusion of the second coat syllogism is an action—not that 
the making of a coat is the immediate result of assent to the premises, 
but that it, or at least its stage, follows immediately upon the 
formation of a concluding propositional attitude.” 

If this is right, explanation 1 is undercut: practical-syllogistic conclu- 
sions are not actions for Aristotle. This certainly is a point in his favor. 
Suppose, ©, that a person decides, on the basis of his practical prem- 
ises, to leave his easy chair for a stroll but is shot dead before he has 
time to make a move. Surely, itis false that his practical syllogism had 
‘no conclusion. We should also notice, to return to akrasia, that the 
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weak akrates‘ is said to fail to act in accordance with deliberative con- 
clusions (1150619-21; 1152a18f., 286; cf. 1151a1-3). 

The texts just cited bear importantly on explanation 2. In the first, a 
well-known passage from NE, VIL7, Aristotle says that "some men [ríz. 
weak akrateis] after deliberating fall... to stand by the conclusions of 
their deliberation” (1150b19-21). Since we are told in NE III that we 
deliberate until we "come to the first cause” of the desired end 
(11I2b11-19)—ie., an action, believed to be conducive to the desired 
end, which it is in the deliberator's power to perform steaightaway (cf. 
Met. 1032b8-9, 20-21)—it is natural to understand the deliberative 
conclusions which weak akrateis fail to stand by as conclusions to be 
executed at once. (CI. De Anima, 433a1-3: "even when the mind does 
command and thought bids us pursue or avoid something, sometimes. 
no movement is produced; we act in accordance with epithumia, as in 
the case of bo aberatés ") A proponent of explanation 2 may attempt to 
save his interpretation in either of two ways: (i) he may deny that the 
deliberative conclusions against which akrateis act are practícal-syllo- 
istic conclusions? (ii) he may insist that although these conclusions. 
are practical-syllogistic, they are concerned only with something 10 be 
done in the (non-immediate) future." Since I have argued at length in 
[15] that all deliberative conclusions are conclusions of practical syllo- 
gisms and since, as we shall see, 2 suffers from problems to which (i) 
is irrelevant, 1 shall not mount a direct attack against (I). Concerning 
(i), it should be observed that there is no direct evidence for this con- 
tention and that to defend it one must appeal to the very ground on 
which explanation 2 rests—vz., that if Aristotle does allow for akratie 
action against the agent's practical conclusions about something to be 
done here and now, he trivializes (or perhaps contradicts) his position 
‘on the connection between practical syllogisms and action—or to an 
independently developed interpretation which excludes the possibility 
‘of incontinent behavior of the sort in question. Moreover, the context 
of the claim from VIL7 quoted earlier in this paragraph makes (ii) ex- 
ceedingly implausible. In VIL7, after observing that some incontinent 
agents act against their deliberative conclusions and contrasting the 
former with impetuous agents who “because they have not deliberated 
are led by their emotion,” Aristotle asserts that “It is keen and excitable 
people that suffer especially from the impetuous form of incontinence; 
for the former by reason of their quickness and the latter by reason of 
the violence of their passions do not await the argument, because they 
are apt to follow their imagination" (1150b25-28). His point here, 1 
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should think, is not that keen and excitable people never deliberate, 
but rather, at least in the case of the latter, that there is a kind of akratic 
agent who, due 10 his character and the strength of certain of his de- 
sires, does not “await the argument" that he would be in a position to 
construct or rehearse at the time if he resisted the temptation to act. 
on impulse." This kind of akratés is properly contrasted with a kind 
who, upon being faced with temptation, does “await the argu: 
‘ment"—an argument concerning what is to be done here and now— 
but acts against its conclusions 

Even if the passages on the defeated deliberative conclusions of ak- 
ratic agents were set aside, we should still ask whether the psychologi- 
cal antecedents of action mentioned in explanation 2 do preclude 
akratic action and whether there is good reason to believe that Aristotle 
thought so. The second issue will be addressed in the following sec- 
tion, The first is more pressing, 

Suppose that Mrs. $ has asked her husband to put his favorite dog, 
a large German shepherd, out of its misery. The dog, as she pointed 
out, is very old, is often in pain, and has become quite irritable— 
indeed, on several occasions in recent weeks it has tried to bite the 
children. Mrs. $ has purchased a fast-acting, painless poison which she 
has urged her husband to administer to the dog. And Mr. S, with the 
poison, the dog, and the dog's dinner before him, is attempting 10 
come toa decision. After careful reflection, he judges that it would be 
best, all things considered, to kill the dog, and to do it there and then 
by pouring the poison into the dog's dinner. He intends to act accord- 
ingly; but as he begins to tilt the raised bottle of poison toward the 
dog's meal, he stops. The task is more difficult for him than he ex- 
pected. He is not yet prepared 10 abandon his decision, however. It 
‘occurs to him that things might be made easier if the dog were not 
there, and he has his wife take the dog from the room. He raises the 
bottle of poison over the food again; but again he stops short of pour- 
ing itin. 

There is no need to suppose that Mr. S was psychologically unable 
to poison his dog. He made one unsuccessful attempt to alter his envi- 
ronment in such a way as to reduce his motivation to refrain from 
poisoning his dog. But he may well have been able to bring about the 
favored balance of motivation in other ways—e.., by refusing to enter- 
tain fond memories of his dog and focusing his attention exclusively 
on the intended task and the reasons for executing it, or by generating 
a vivid image of the dog mauling his young daughter. It is clear, more- 
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over, that Mr. $ is physically able to act as he judged best. And, of 
course, no external force prevented him from dumping the poison into 
the dog's meal. So if explanation 2 is correct, we have here a case 
which falsifies Aristotle's position on the relationship between practical 
conclusions and action." But do we? 

If there are actual cases of the preceding sort, then some intentional 
behavior is not successfully explained solely in terms of practical con- 
clusions or judgments, physical and psychological ability, and absence 
of external prevention (or compulsion). Since these elements plainly 
do have a role to play in explaining intentional behavior, itis natural to 
think that if cases of akratic action of the type just described are explica 
ble, the explanation is to be achieved, not by abandoning the above- 
mentioned explanatory elements, but by importing additional ones, 
And if these difficult cases can be explained in this way, then there 
must be some way of adding to the original set of explanatory elements 
without generating a vacuous account of the connection between prae: 
tical conclusions and intentional behavior; for, of course, vacuous ac 
counts explain nothing. Furthermore, on their most natural reading, 
Aristotle's claims that weak akrateis sometimes fail to stand by the 
conclusions of their deliberation indicate that he is sensitive 10 the 
inadequacy of the set of explanatory conditions in question to account 
for intentional behavior of the sort just described. (We shall see further 
evidence of this sensitivity later.) And if there is a significant chance 
that he is sensitive to this point, one must surely ask what additional 
explanatory elements he has at his disposal before one can confidently 
assert that he takes his theory of action (or of the practical syllogism) 
to exclude akratic action of the type at issue. It is to this question that 
Tnow turn. 


Weak akrateis “after deliberating fail, owing to their emotion (pathos), 
to stand by the conclusions of their deliberation” (1150620-21). But, 
of course, it is not due solely to emotion or desire that they act against 
their deliberative conclusions. Other people are quite successful in re- 
sisting evil passions and pleasures of the sort which "defeat" the ak- 
rates. Continent people, for example, have bad appetites and “feet 
pleasure contrary to the rule,” but they are such as not to be led (ages- 
thai) by their evil appetites and pleasures (1151b34-115243). The dif- 
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ference between the akrates and the enieratés (continent man) is not 
that they are subject to different types of passion, nor to passions of 
different strengths or intensities, but that the former has a weak charac- 
ter and the latter has a strong one. The akrates is “in such a state as to 
be defeated even by" those passions and pleasures "which most peo- 
ple master,” whereas the enkrates is in such a state as "to master even 
those by which most people are defeated” (1150211-13). ("The state 
{bexis| of most people is intermediate, even if they lean more towards. 
the worse states" [1150215-16].) 

"The account here of akrasia and enkrateia is plainly dispositional 
But one wants to ask in virtue of what the akratés and enkrates are 
respectively more and less disposed than most people to be defeated. 
by evil or excessive appetites and passions. A possible answer is that 
they have respectively weaker and stronger "good" and "moderate" 
desires than most people, so that although their evil and excessive de- 
sires do not differ in respect of strength, the balance of the akrates’ 
motivations or wants (orexeis) is weighted toward incontinent action 
more often, and that of the enkrates less often, than is the balance of 
the wants of most people. This, however, is not Aristotle's answer. And. 
he characterizes the enkratés, not as a person whose "good" desires. 
‘outweigh his "bad" ones with a commendable frequency, but rather as 
‘one whose “desiring element" (orektikon) is obedient to his “rational 
principle,” though less obedient than the virtuous person's (1102b26~ 
28) 

The metaphor of obedience is an important one for our purposes. 
Having a desire in accordance with what one's reason commands is not 
sufficient for obedience; for one might have, at the same time, a 
stronger competing desire, or the former desire, though unopposed, 
may not have been formed in response to the command. Obedience 
of the desiring faculty to reason involves responsiveness to reason and, 
if not an unopposed desire in accordance with the command (as in the 
case of the virtuous agent | 1151b53f.]), at least an appropriate balance 
of desire. (CE: A general commands his army to enter the plain. (1) 
‘The army enters the plain, but not because of the general's com- 
mand—indeed, the soldiers were unaware of the order. (2) Most of the. 
army remains immobile.) 

We have come again to the idea that the enrates and akrates may 
be contrasted in respect of balance of motivation; but this time it is 
evident that there is a more fundamental difference. The tendency of 
their motivations (orexeis) to stack up as they do is due to an impor- 
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tant psychic dissimilarity. The desiring element of the enkratés’ soul is 
characteristically obedient to reason whereas that of the akrares is not 
Given Aristotle's view that “reason more than anything else is man" 
(1178a7; cf. 1166417, 22-23; 1168627), the difference between the 
enkratés and the akrates is well-captured by saying that the former, 
but not the latter, is self-controlled (cf. 1168b34-35). And self-control, 
rather than being identical with a certain condition or balance of one's 
wants, is manifested in that condition if the condition comes about as 
an appropriate response to reason. (This is consistent with Aristotle's 
claim that “Intellect itself... moves nothing, but only intellect which 
aims at an end and is practical" [113935-36]. Reason's commands are 
presumably issued with an end in view.) 

One point that this metaphor of obedience makes clear is that Aris 
totle is sensitive to the fact that the balance of an agent's motivation 
(orexis) may not be in line with his practical judgments, or at least with 
practical judgments of a certain type or types (cf. 1110229-31). On 
desiring element (orekt#kon) disobeys one’s reason in a particular case 
precisely by failing to align itself with what reason commands. But how 
is such disobedience possible? How can the balance of one’s motiva- 
tions fail to be in line with one's judgments? Talk of upbringing and 
habituation is appropriate (cf. [20], p. 182); but a deeper conceptual 
issue is involved. We cannot understand how someone can come to 
have a disobedient orectic faculty until we understand how it is posst- 
ble for the faculty to fail to obey reason. If Aristotle has an answer 10 
‘ur present question, one might hope to find it in his most detailed 
discussion of akratic action, ic., in NE, VILS. 

According to VIL, in all cases of akratic action the agent is epistemi- 
cally deficient with respect to the "particular" premise of a relevant 
right practical syllogism. However, the weak aferatés acts against delib- 
erative conclusions; and if they are practical-syllogistic conclusions, 
epistemic deficiency must be such that he not only has some aware: 
ness of what is expressed or represented hy the particular premise of 
a practical syllogism, but “combines” his particular and universal prem- 
{ses in such a way as to arrive at the right conclusion."* But, one wants 
t0 ask, if he draws the right conclusion, how is his epistemic deficiency 
relevant to his failing to act continently. The impetwons akratés does 
not see what he ought, specifically. to be doing. But the weak akrates 
apparently does see this, so how can his epistemic deficiency help to 
explain what he does and fails to do? Or to return to the metaphor of 
obedience, how can his epistemic deficiency explain the failure of his 
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reason 10 be "authoritative," Le., his being more motivated to do A 
than B, when B is what he judges best? 

Brief attention to some ways in which the enlerates may exercise 
his powers of self-control will prove instructive. Suppose that Sam, an 
amorous bachelor, finds himself seated next to a sensuous woman 
(Cindy) at a local tavern. In conversation, Sam discovers both that 
Cindy is married and that she is quite attracted to him. He has a strong, 
desire to seduce her, yet he believes that adultery ought always to be 
avoided, Furthermore, Sam is a continent man, a man who characteris- 
tically “conquers” his evil or excessive desires. How might he do so in 
this case? One thing that Sam might attempt to do is to avoid thinking, 
about the pleasures of seduction, Such thoughts might both 
strengthen his sexual appetites and decrease his attention to his atti- 
tude toward adultery, thus decreasing attendant motivation, He might 
also attempt to make vivid for himself not only his beliefs that adultery 
‘ought always to be avoided and that Cindy is married, but his reasons 
for holding the former belief, c.g , that adultery, by his own standards, 
is morally wrong, and that doing what is morally wrong is detrimental 
to one's moral character and therefore to one's happiness. If he suc- 
ceeds in all this, the balance of his motivations may well be such that 
he is able to enjoy the remainder of his pleasant conversation and be 
content to part company when it is over. 

Let us now substitute for Sam an agent, Sid, who is significantly dif- 
ferent from Sam only in being akratic. When Sid discovers that Cindy 
is married he has the premises for the following syllogism: 


1. A man ought never to seduce another man’s wife. 
2. This woman is another man’s wife (and 1 am a man) 
So 3. Lought not to seduce this woman. 


Let us suppose, if we can, that he completes this syllogism and even 
reasons that, since he is weak, the best way to avoid running the risk 
of committing adultery is to take immediate steps toward terminating 
the conversation in a quick yet graceful manner, but that he takes no 
such steps and leaves much later with Cindy for a passionate evening. 

IF Aristotle is correct, Sid's akratic behavior is partially explicable in 
terms of deficiency in his epistemic relation to some premise “of the 
particular.” Both Sam and Sid know the central particular fact, that the 
woman is married; both combine it with a universal premise forbidding 
adultery; and both conclude that seduction is to be avoided. Neverthe: 
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less, there may be a significant difference between their respective epi- 
stemic relations to the “particular” premise in question. Sam 
occurrently knows the particular premise in its connections with those 
values which constitute his reasons for assenting to the universal prem: 
ise forbidding adultery, Le., he sees how the particular fact is relevant 
to his moral character and his happiness; but Sid, we may suppose, 
does not. Although Sid makes the connection between the particular 
and the right universal, we may suppose that he does not relate the 
former to higher relevant ends of his and so does not have the addi- 
tional motivation to eschew seducing the woman which we might ex- 
pect his recognition of these further connections to bring, 

1 have argued in [16] that, for Aristotle, to know fully (ie, wholly 
nondeficiently) a "particular" practical premise is not only to be aware 
of the fact which the premise expresses—e g., that the thing before 
‘one is sweet—but to appreciate its practical import as well. The practi- 
cal import of a particular premise is not in general defined or limited 
by the universal premise with which it is conjoined. F.g., the practical 
import of the fact that the thing before me is sweet is not just that, 
because it is sweet, itis the sort of thing which my universal premise, 
"Everyone in my condition should avoid eating anything sweet,” for- 
bids me to eat. IFT should avoid eating sweets because, say, Ham dia- 
etic, then the fact that the thing before me is sweet has practical 
import rís-rís my health. And if ill health stands in the way of happi- 
ness, then the fact in question is practically important ris-@-vis my hap- 
piness. Thus, even though the epistemic condition of the weak akrates 
(In cases of akratic action) is such that he sees that A is to be done, it 
may also be such that he is less motivated to do A than he might have 
been; for an agent whose practical conclusion is explicitly supported 
by his desires for health and happiness will, ceteris paribus, be more 
motivated to act in accordance with his conclusion than he would oth: 
‚erwise be. Furthermore, if an agent's attention, rather than being di 
rected toward the bearing of his present situation upon higher ends of 
his, is largely occupied by thoughts of “evil or excessive” pleasures, his 
appetites and passions would seem naturally to have a greater chance 
of being efficacious. 

‘One might object that the present suggestion locates a deficiency in 
the akratés grasp of a “major” premise, which possibility Aristotle 
does not consider. But this is not the case. On the suggestion at issue, 
the akrates fails to grasp the “minor” in its connections with one or 
more of his higher ends—he fails to see how his present situation is 
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related to those ends. This is quite consistent with his having the “right 
major" premise clearly in mind and seeing its connections with any 
pertinent higher goals which he may have; for a person might appre- 
hend a "minor" premise only in its connections with the content of a 
major, without relating the particular fact to the higher goals which he 
believes to support the major. Eg. Sol may occurrently believe that 
adultery ought always to be avoided, and that it ought to be avoided. 
because it is destructive of moral character and eudatmonia, and he 
may occurrently know that Wilma is married! and that to have sexual 
relations with her would consequently be adulterous, but he may fail 
to consider, or occurrently believe, that having sexual relations with 
Wilma would be destructive of moral character and happiness. What is 
crucial, motivationally speaking, is the bringing of higher goals to bear 
upon the particular fact. 

If all deliberation began with an occurrent desire for happiness, the 
line which 1 am attempting to develop would be fundamentally mis- 
guided. But, for Aristotle, deliberation typically begins with occurrent 
desires for lowerlevel ends. Just agents deliberate with a view to the 
end of doing what is just, while physicians and statesmen aim in their 
professional deliberation at health and social order (Met., 1032b6-7, 
15-19; NE, 1112b11-16). These agents might appeal to happiness if 
asked to justify their desires for these lower-level ends; but considera- 
tions of happiness typically do not explicitly enter into their delibera- 
tions (though they may when ends conflict). 

This section has thus far been devoted to locating in Aristotle an 
‘explanatory element other than practical-syllogistic conclusions, physi- 
cal and psychological ability, and absence of external prevention (or 
compulsion) which might be used in accounting for certain pieces of 
intentional behavior. My suggestion is that this element is to be found 
in a proper understand of Anistotle’s dispositional conception of ak- 
asia itself. The simple answer to the question why the weak akratés 
acts incontinently is that he suffers from akrasia—his character is 
weak, he is uncommonly deficient in respect of self-control, But this. 
simple answer is filled in by an explanation of how, due to a person's 
alerasía, his evil and excessive appetites and passions may have the 
result both that he fails to take cognitive steps which might well have 
resulted in his having sufficient motivation to behave continently and 
that he in fact increases his “incontinent” motivation by focusing his 
attention on the evil or excessive pleasures available to him in his pres- 
ent situation 
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What I have argued, in effect, is that the concept of prevention or of 
ability at work in Aristotle's claim that when “a single opinion results" 
from one’s practical premises, “the man who can act and is not pre- 
vented must at the same time actually act accordingly” is such that one 
might properly be said to have been made unable to act accordingly, 
Or to have been prevented from so acting, by one's akrasia in conjunc- 
tion with one's occurrent evil or excessive desires. On this account, 
Aristotle is neither ruling out akratic action against the “single opinion” 
in question nor advancing the seemingly trivial claim that a person who 
reaches such an opinion (about present action) must immediately act 
accordingly provided that he can do so, is not prevented from doing 
so by some external force, and is not more motivated to do something 
else, Rather, he is noticing that an agent's character has a bearing 
upon the effectiveness of bis practical conclusions. The conclusions of 
a perfectly self-controlled agent, since he is perfectly self-controlled, 
cannot be defeated by opposing desires. But if an agent is deficient in 
self-control, it is possible for his appetites, rather than his “self,” to 
“move each of [his] bodily parts” (NE, VIL.3 1147235). When a person. 
acts in this way he is not, in the strictest sense, a selfmover (though 
the moving principle of his action is, of course, ir him). Thus it is that 
although the abrates may "reach as a result of his calculation" an evil 
end which he sets before himself (1142b18-20), his akratic practical 
conclusions do not count as choices (1111b13-14, 1148a4-17, 
1151a5~7, 1152a15-17); for an agent’s choice is reflective of a concep- 
tion of the good or good living with which he identifies," and an akratic 
agent does not regard his akratic ends as goods (NE, 1136b6-9; cf. EE, 
1223b7-8). Akratic action therefore exhibits, in a sense, not only a fail- 
ure of rationality, but a failure of agency. There is a sense in which, 
rather than moving himself, the akrates is being moved by his appe- 
lites or passions. Nevertheless, insofar as the akrates is responsible for 
the condition of his desiring faculty, the faculty which moves him, he 
is responsible for what he does.” 

If we think that an account of the bearing of practical syllogistic con- 
clusions upon action is empty or trivial unless it includes a statement 
of the weakest set of sufficient conditions of any person's executing his 
conclusion, then Aristotle's account is seriously flawed. He is in a posi- 
on to provide a statement of sufficient conditions: e.g. that any per- 
son who is physically and psychologically able to act in accordance with 
a practical conclusion of his about present action, who is not prevented 
by an external force from doing so, and who is perfectly self-controlled, 
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“must at rhe same time actually act accordingly.” But this isa statement 
ily about persons who are agents in the fullest sense, persons who 
are selEmovers in the strictest sense of the term. The fact that some 
people are less self-controlled than others complicates the picture. Al- 
though Aristotle deals admirably with the complications, he does not 
provide us with the weakest conditions sufficient for a less than fully 
self-controlled person's execution of a practical conclusion. Ability, ab- 
sence of external prevention, and not being more motivated to do 
something else fit the bill in a sense; but the third condition has an 
empty ring. What is needed is some weakest statement of sufficient 
conditions of an agenr's not being more motivated to do something 
other than what is specified by his practical conclusion. And providing 
this is no mean task; for such a statement must take into account, 
among other things, various degrees both of self-control and of the 
initial motivating force of appeutes or passions. 

Aristotle is not in a position to offer an account of the relationship. 
between practical conclusions and actions which will enable us, in all 
cases in which we know what a person's practical conclusion is, 10 
predict what he will do. But this hardly shows that what he says about 
this relationship is false or unhelpful. If there were no akratic actions 
against practical conclusions (about present action), Aristotle's task in 
linking beliefs, wants, and practical inference to action would have 
been much easier. But, as we have seen, he does not take the easy 
route around this problem. He does not deny that there are such ac- 
tions, Rather, he provides us with an illuminating explanation of the 
bearing of akrasia, qua disposition, upon an agent's cognitive and con- 
ative condition, an explanation which leaves room for defeated practi 
cal conclusions, including conclusions concerning present action. 


We are still left with the question why Aristotle insisted that all cases of 
akratic action involve an epistemic deficiency in the agent's relation- 
ship 10 a relevant “particular” premise. If the answer is not that he 
thought that in the absence of epistemic deficiency one must draw a 
practical conclusion which is either itself an action or at least conceptu- 
ally related to action in such a way that akratic action against it is impos- 
sible, then what is. 

‘The main argument of the present section is as follows: (1) If, as 
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Aristotle claims, the occurrence of an akratic action implies the pres- 
ence of a deficiency in the agent's epistemic relation to a "particular" 
premise—let us call this a "P-deficiency"—then (by contraposition) the 
absence of this deficiency implies the non-occurrence of akratic action. 
Therefore, if he Aristotelian claim in question is correct, there is some 
epistemic condition, concerning a "particular" premise, which pre 
cludes akratic action. (This is not to ignore the "major" premise: the 
description of the epistemic condition in question may, e... involve 
the “minor's” being known in its connections with the “major.”) (2) 
On a standard interpretation (discussed shortly) of NE, VII, Aristotle 
commits himself to the view that akratic action always involves a failure 
to draw a "right" conclusion. But even if this is correct (which 1 
strongly doubt), it can hardly account for Aristotle's holding that all 
cases of akratic action are to be explained (in part) by a P-deficiency. 
For the view on Pdeficiency occurs again in VILIO (1150214-15), 
where Aristotle explicitly states that some akrateis deliberate and act 
against their deliberative conclusions (a18-19, 28-29). (If he did think 
the position on Pleficiency to depend on the view about the non- 
formation of practical conclusions, it would be extremely difficult to 
understand how the former could be embraced in a passage in which 
he affirms, almost in the same breath, the denial of the latter.) (3) If 
Aristotle's general conception of practical inference is compatible with 
akratic action against a conclusion of such inference, and if, moreover, 
he is sensitive to this fact (both of which points 1 have defended 
above), then if all akratic action is, for him, to be explained in part 
by P-deficieney, the deficiency must be such as to allow the "right" 
conclusion to be drawn in some cases. (4) Whatever the epistemic con- 
dition is which precludes akratic action, it must preclude the final bal- 
ance of the agent’s motivation falling on the side of incontinent action. 
(5) Given that an agent's apprehending a relevant "minor" premise in 
conjunction with a lower-level end or principle of his may result in his 
drawing the right conclusion without having sufficient motivation to 
act accordingly, it is natural to look to higher-level ends or principles 
of the agent for additional motivation, and to an epistemic condition 
which brings this added motivation to bear on the present situation. 
And the strongest rational motivator, for Aristotle, is an orexis for eu- 
daimonia. (We might also, or instead, look for an epistemic condition 
which would decrease or dissolve the “incontinent” motivation, Phro- 
nésis [practical wisdom] may seem to be an ideal candidate, since one 
cannot be pbronimas without having the moral virtues [1144b31-32, 
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1145a1-2], and one of these virtues, temperance, involves the absence 
of all evil and excessive desires of the sort with which akrasia and 
enkrateia are, for Aristotle, concemed [115231-3]. However, pbroné- 
sis is not a purely epistemic condition [see, esp., 1140628-30]; and 
even if it were, what frees a person from temptation may well be an 
orectic commitment to a conception of the good or happiness which 
conditions both one's perception of particular situations and the de- 
sires that arise therein.) 

In NE, VIL3, Aristotle contends that two epistemic deficiencies are 
to be found in all cases of akratic action: the akrares, when he acts 
does not "exercise" or “use” his knowledge of a relevant 
Premise (1146b31-1147a24); what is more, he has this 
knowledge only "in a sense (pàs)" whereas, in another sense, he lacks 
it (1147a10-24). According to a traditional interpretation of VIL3, to 
fail to use oF exercise knowledge that p is to be unaware of it being the 
case that p, and the second deficiency involves the agent’s being yet 
another step removed from occurrent or conscious knowledge— his. 
knowledge is like the geometrical knowledge of the slecping geometer, 
as opposed to that of the geometer who is awake but occupied with 
‘other matters.” This interpretation is plainly radically at odds with the 
‘one(s) suggested by argument (1)-(5) above; for by making the agent 
‘unaware of the pertinent "minor," it precludes his drawing a conclu- 
sion on the basis, in part, of this premise. 1 have argued in [16] that 
there is good reason to reject the traditional interpretation in favor of 
‘one: according to which the first deficiency is, minimally, a failure to. 
focus one’s attention on the relevant “minor,” a failure to hold it vividly 
before one's mind (cf. tbeorounta, tbeórón: 1146b33~35), and the sec- 
ond is failure (again minimally) to notice the bearing of the "minor" 
upon one or more ends of the agent which support his "right major,” 
especially his highest end. (Some akrateis may be unaware of the par- 
ticular fact in question, but they must be impetuous akraleis as op- 
posed to weak ones.) But, for present purposes, there is no need 10 
reject standard interpretations of the epistemic points made in VIL. 
(See point 2 above.) 

On the line which 1 am suggesting, Aristotle believes that anyone 
who both attends to the particular facts of his situation and judges, in 
light of those facts, thar doing A is more conductive to his happiness 
than any imagined alternative, will, given “the facts of human nature” 
(1147424), be more motivated to do A than any alternative. Aristotle 
rightly leaves room for irrational action; but, if I am right, he believes 
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that no one is so irrational as to act against what he judges to be most 
in line with the achievement of his "complete," "self-sufficient," and 
“highest” end. I have nowhere claimed that Aristotle explicitly affirms 
this view. Rather, my argument has the form of an inference to the best 
explanation. Two further points: First, 1 do not insist that there is for 
Aristotle, no end "lower" than eudaimonia such that any agent who 
brings a desire for it to bear upon a particular situation thereby avails 
himself of indefeasible motivation. But if there is such an end, Aristotle 
does not say what itis; and any selection on a commentator's part must 
be largely arbitrary. Second, part of the reason that VIL has generated 
so much controversy and so many competing interpretations is, 1 think, 
that Aristotle was not himself sure precisely where the absurdity lay 
in akratic actions performed in the presence of full or non-deficient 
"knowledge." In any case, he does not tell us why akratic action of this 
sort is impossible; so the fact that he does not appeal to the motiva- 
tional force of a desire for eudaimonia to explain this is no impedi- 
ment to my argument in this section. If he had told us why full-blown 
akratic action is impossible, there would have been no need for the 
present section. 

If am right about what lies behind Aristotle‘s rejection of full-blown 
akratic action, there is still a question to be answered, Why should 
he have thought that the above-mentioned, or any other, epistemic 
condition is sufficient to preclude incontinent action? David Wiggins 
has suggested that Aristotle draws the line where he does because he 
fears that his “notions of practical reason and eudaimonia are sub- 
verted... ifanything qualifies with men as they actually are as a count 
erattraction to the attractions of eudatmonía" (|22], p. 266). But this 
(Sensible) suggestion is far from compelling. Suppose that someone 
who understands what eudaimonia is is more attracted to X-ing than 
to promoting eudaimonia on a particular occasion (cf. (22], p. 265). 
Would this, as Wiggins contends (ibid), “impugn the title of eudai- 
‘monia to satisfy the criteria of adequacy announced by Aristotle him- 
self in Book I" (Wiggins specifies completeness and self-sufficiency)? 
Surely not, unless there is reason to believe that whatever satisfies 
these criteria must be such that no "men as they actually are" will both 
recognize that it satisfies them and be more attracted to a competing 
goal. Only someone who has a conception of "men as they actually 
are,” however, has a reason to hold this belief. And once this is noticed 
it is clear that Aristotle's rejection of full-blown akratic action may be 
motivated, not by a concern to defend his conception of eudaimonia, 
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but rather by his understanding of "men as they actually are.” That is, 
Aristotle's position on akrasia, rather than being a defensive maneu- 
ver, may be a manifestation of his optimism about human nature and 
human rationality 

Itis worth noting that there are conceptions of "men as they actually 
are"— reasonable conceptions, 1 think—on which it is possible for a 
person to judge that, all things considered, his doing A here and now 
is most conducive to his achieving his complete, self-sufficient end and 
yet akratically do B* If Aristotle wanted to defend his conception of 
eudaimonia against alleged instances of full-blown akratic action, it 
was open to him to argue for an understanding of human nature ac- 
‚coding to which irrationality of this sort is possible. He does not take 
this route; for he does not believe that human beings “as they actually 
are” are capable of this type of irrationality. His conception of the 
human person constitutes at least part of his reason for ruling akratic 
action of the type at issue out of court, And it may, indeed, be his only 
reason. 

‘This is not to say, of course, that Aristotle has no reason for conceiv- 
ing of human nature as he does. I suspect that his optimism derives at 
least in part from his natural teleology. If all natural things naturally 
strive to achieve the type of perfection open to them (see, eg, De 
Anima 41529 IL), it is more plausible than it would otherwise be 
(other things being equal) to suppose that a person who saw what 
most contributed to his perfection or eudatmonia in a particular case 
could not akratically act against a practical conclusion reflective of that 
recognition. An investigation of this suggestion is, however, beyond 
the scope of this paper. 1 shall be satisfied if I have made a convincing 
case for the answer offered here to the question why Aristotle's alratés 
must be epistemically deficient (in cases of akratic action) —eiz, not 
because of some special relationship which is supposed to hold be- 
tween practicalsyllogistic conclusions and actions, but rather because 
the absence of such deficiency implies a grasp of the bearing of one's 
present situation upon one's eudaimonta, which grasp, for Aristotle, 
precludes akratic action (Le., provides one with a motivationally inde- 
feasible reason for action). 


Vv 


On the interpretation which I have defended, Aristotle moves much 
further from the Socratic position on akratic action than some com- 
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mentators have thought (e.122], p. 262). For Socrates, everyone 
judges and acts with reference to a single standard (the good), so that 
if someone fails to do what is best it can only be because he was igno- 
rant of the best course of action.? For Aristotle too there is, in a sense, 
a single practical standard (viz, eudaimonia); but it is a standard to. 
which agents often do not refer when judging and acting, and when 
the connection between one’s happiness and one’s present situation 
is not made it is possible for one who forms correct judgment of the 
best to act akratically against it. Akratic action, for Aristotle as for Socra- 
tes, depends upon ignorance or epistemic deficiency; but for Aristotle 
the "ignorance" is not always of the best course of action. 

‘The difference between the Aristotelian and Socratic position repre- 
sents, in my opinion, a significant advance. Perhaps the advance is due 
in part to Aristotle's greater concern with 1a phamomena. But Ubelieve 
that iC is largely a consequence of his paying close attention to the 
bearing of wants, beliefs, practical inference, and character on action. 
‘There is in Aristotle a powerful theory of action, the beauty of which 
can only be obscured by a misunderstanding of his “formal” discussion. 
of akrasia in NE, VIL 


Notes 


1. Burnet and others have suggested that, of the four analyses of akrasta 
in NE, VIL3, only the final one (1147a24-h5), in which there is no explicit 
reference to epistemic deficiency, is Aristotle's “real /usi" (john Burnet, The 
‚Ethics of Aristotle |London: Methuen, 1900], 299 ff, cf., c g., W. H. Fairbrother, 
"Aristotle's Theory of Incontinence—A Contribution to Practical Fes,” Mind. 
6118971, pp. 359-370; R A Gauthier and J. Y. Joi, Aristote, L'híque à Nico 
maque, 2nd ed. [Louvain: Publications Universitaires, 1970], vol. Il, p. 609). 
‘This suggestion is unacceptable. First, the central question of NE, VIL3 is 
"whether incontinent people act knowingly or not and in what sense know. 
ingly” (114608-9); and the question of knowledge is explicitly addressed only 
in the fist three fuseís. Second, as D. G. Ritchie has noted. in the final "sum. 
mary or repetition of the argument [1147b9-15] . . . more obvious use is made 
(of the first three analyses than the fourth (Aristor's Explanation of Ak 
rasta,” Mind 6 | 897], p. 586). Moreover, ter in book VII, Aristote, appealing, 
to the epistemic distinctions developed in the carlier analyses, asserts that the 
lratés is not “like the man who knows and is contemplating a truth, but like. 
the man who is asleep or drunk" (1152a14-15; cf. 1147410-24, b6-12, and. 
115220-21). (James). Walsh, Aristotle's Conception of Moral Weakness |New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1963] provides a useful survey of many com. 
peting interpretations.) 
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2. CE VIL 114709-10. “Now, be teleusaia protasis being an opinion about. 
a perceptible object, and being what determines our actions, this man either 
has not when he is in the state of passion, or has it only in the sense in which 
having knowledge did not mean knowing but only talking, as a drunken man 
may mutter the verses of Empedocles." Some commentators (see, €, James 
Bogen and Julius Mocavcsik, “Aristotle's Forbidden Sweets," Journal of the 
History of Philosophy 20 | 1982]. pp. 123-126, Anthony Kenny, Tbe Anatomy 
fof the Soul (Bristol: Basil Blackwell, 1973], p. 49; Gerasimos Santas, "Aristotle 
‘on Practical Inference, the Explanation of Action, and Akrasia," Phronesis 14 
11969], pp. 183-184; David Charles, Aristotle's Philosopby of Action (Ithaca: 
Comell University Press, 1984], pp. 1206.) have argued that "Be teleutata pro- 
dasis" here means, not "the last premise,” as Ross has it, but "the conclusion." 
However, | doubt that in a context in which syllogisti terminology is s preva- 
lentas itis in VILS, "protasis" could mean anything but "premise" (cf. William 
FR. Handie, Arísotle's Ethical Theory, 2d cd. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1980], p. 287, and notice that the terminology includes "sumperaniben" [con- 
clusion, 1147a27]). And even if "teleutaía protasis* did mean "conclusion," 
there would be no need to suppose that Aristotle has retracted his claim at 
1146035 I; for i, when the akratés acts against a practicalsyllogistic conclu- 
sion, that conclusion is only deficiently known, this deficiency may be traceable 
to a flaw in the agent’s epistemic relation to the "particular" premise from 
which it was in part derived. 

3. CL. Alexander Grant, The Etbics of Aristotle (London: Longmans, Green, 
and Co, W985], Vol. 1, pp. 267-268, Hardie, pp. 269-270, David Wiggins, 
""Weakness of Will, Commensurability, and the Objects of Deliberation and De- 
sine," Proceedings of be Aristotelian Society 79 | 978/79], p. 262. 

A 70115 (ele On duo protaseón to sumperasma ginetal be praxis) is am- 
biguous. "Ginetai" many mean either "is" or "becomes" (a thing which has 
become X és X). And the assertion consequently may be either that "the two. 
premises result in a conclusion which is an action” (Oxford translation) or 
that “the conclusion drawn form the two premisses becomes the action" (Loeb 
translation). Notice that a conclusion may become an action (in a sense) by 
jenerating it 

5. John Cooper, partly for the reason mentioned, sets this example aside 
as aberrant and inappropriate John M. Cooper, Reason and Human Good in 
Aristotle (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1975], p. 25 n. 26). For a reply 
10 Cooper, see my "The Practical Syllogism and Deliberation in Aristotle's 
Causal Theory of Action,” Tbe New Scholasticism 55 (1981), Section 4. 

6. Nussbaum (Aristotle's De Motu Animalium (Princeton: Princeton Uni- 
versity Press, 1978), p. 358) contends that noet botí poreuteon (“thinking that 
‘one ought to go") "need not refer to an explicit propositional conclusion to 
the syllogism” and that “it is more likely to designare the major premise.” 
However, there is nothing in the immediate context of the assertion to suggest 
this reading; and in the very similar clin at 1147426-31, it is "when a single 
‘opinion results" from one's practical premises that one who "can act and is 
mot prevented must immediately act accordingly.” 

7. M develop the points outlined in this paragraph in greater detal in “Aris- 
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totle on the Proximate Efficient Cause of Action,” Canadian Journal of Philos- 
'opby, Sup., 10 (1984), pp. 133-155. See also Charles, pp. 91-95. 

8. Aristotle contrasts weak and impetuous alerateis. The latter "do not 
await the argument” (eg.. 1150b25-28), ie, they do not deliberate in cases of 
akratic action. 

9. Cooper (pp. 28-51 passim) argues that the practical syllogism is not part 
of deliberation but is rather the link between deliberation and action, in which 
case no deliberative conclusion is a practical-sylogistic conclusion 

10. Richard Robinson commits himself to this view in “Aristotle on Akrasia,” 
in. Barnes, M. Schofield, R. Sorabji (eds, Articles on Aristotle, vol. 2 (New 
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1977), see esp. p. 87. Cf. Walsh, p. 121 

11, VILIO 1152a18-19, pp. 28-29 should he read accordingly (cf. 19-21) 
For further discussion of these passages and Aristotle's related contention that 
the akrates has a good probairests, see my "Choice and Virtue in the Nícoma- 
cchean Ethics,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 19 (1981), pp. 417-418 

12, For a more detailed (non-historical) discussion of the possibility of 
akratic action against an intention to do something “here and now," see my 
“Akrasia, Reasons, and Causes." Philosophical Studies 44 (1983), pp. 345-368. 

13. As NE, VIL3 is commonly understood, Aristotle does nor there allow the 
rates to reach the conchision of a “right” practical syllogism when he acts 
incontinently. For references to the secondary literature and a detailed crit 
‘ism of this common understanding, see my “Aristotle on Alrasía and Knowl- 
edge," Modern Schoolman 58 (1981), pp. 187-157. (The present paper takes 
up roughly where that article ends.) 

14. CF, 112937-9. On the nature of the ends with a view to whieh virtuous 
agents typically deliberate, sce my "Choice and Vie.” Section 1 

15. On the possibility of conflicting ends, see Cooper, pp. 16-18. Cf. my 
“Aristotle on the Roles of Reason in Motivation and Justification,” Archie für 
Geschichte der Philosophie (1984), pp. 124-47 

16. See my “Aristotle's Wish,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 22 
(1984), pp. 139-156. Some supporting references are: NE, 1110b31, 111165, 
101745, 1MÁal8-20 (cf. 1105a28-33), 1163422, 641, 1114b22-24, 
1130333-34; FE, 1227634 f. 

17. Aristotle insists that the aleratés act “willingly (hekom).“ “for he acts in 
a sense with knowledge both of what he does and of the end to which he does 
{e" (1152a15-16). The moving principles of his akratic actions are, in Aristotle's 
terminology, in him (see, ©. 1113621), and these actions must therefore he 
said to be in the akratic agent’s power and voluntary (1113b19-21). We are 
told in another connection that if each man is somehow responsible for his 
state of mind, he will also be himself somehow responsible" for what appears 
to him to be good (1114b1-3). A comparable claim may plausibly be made 
Concerning a person's being responsible for the condition of his desiring fac 
ty and his being responsible for actions of his to which his desires lead. 

18. John McDowell, “The Role of Fudaimonía in Aristotle Ethics,” in A. O. 
Rorty (ed), Essays on Aristotle's Fibics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1980) is interesting and useful in this connection, though McDowell is there. 
contending only for a related view. 
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19. Sce my “Aristotle on A&rasía" for references to the secondary literature 
and criticism, 

20. Wiggins recognizes this. He argues that we can "drop Aristotle's doctrine 
Of the akratés’ ignorance of the minor premise" and advance a "nco-Aristote- 
lian doctrine of incontinence" according to which no form of ignorance is re- 
uited (p. 270, cf. pp. 255-258). 

21. Protagoras, 3522-2584; cf. Republic, 4392-441. 

22. Aristotle does, of course, assert toward the end of VILS that “the post 
tion that Socrates sought to establish actually seems to result” (1147014-15). 
But this is simply to say that there is a kind of knowledge (or epistemic condi- 
tion) which precludes akratkc action. 

23, David Charles's important book Aristotle's Philasopby of Action was 
published after this paper was submitted for publication. I have added only 
ril citations of it in endnotes. 
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Aristotle on Learning to Be Good 


M. F. Burnyeat 


The question "Can virtue be taught?" is perhaps the oldest question in 
moral philosophy. Recall the opening of Plato's Meno (702): "Can you 
tell me, Socrates—can virtue be taught, or is it rather to be acquired by 
practice? Or is it neither to be practiced nor to be leamed but some- 
thing that comes to men by nature or in some other way?" This is a 
simple version of what was evidently a well-worn topic of discussion. 
Socrates! characteristic but still simple reply is that until onc knows 
what virtue is, one cannot know how it is (to be) acquired (Meno 
71ab). 1 want to reverse the order, asking how, according to Aristotle, 
Virtue is acquired, so as to bring to light certain features in his concep- 
tion of what virtue is which are not ordinarily much attended to. Aris- 
totle came to these questions after they had been transformed by the 
pioneering work in moral psychology which the mature Plato under- 
took in the Republic and later dialogues; by his time the simplicities of 
the debate in the Meno lay far behind. Nevertheless, about one thing. 
Socrates was right: any tolerably explicit view of the process of moral 
development depends decisively on a conception of virtue. This depen- 
dence makes it possible to read a philosopher's account of moral devel- 
‘opment as evidence for what he thinks virtue is. In some ways, indeed, 
itis especially revealing evidence, since in problems of moral education 
the philosopher has to confront the complex reality of ordinary imper- 
fect human beings. 

My aim, then, is to reconstruct Aristotle's picture of the good man's 
development over time, concentrating on the earlier stages. Materials 
for the construction are abundant in the Nicomachean Ethics, but scat- 
tered; the construction will be gradual, its sense emerging progres- 
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sively as the pieces come together from their separate contexts. I shall 
have to forgo extended exegesis of the various discussions from which 
Aristotle's remarks are extracted, but 1 trust that it is not necessary to 
apologize for the undefended interpretative decisions this will involve; 
such decisions are an inescapable responsibility of the synoptic enter- 
prise. 

Aristotle's good man, however, is not the only character 1 have in 
view. Lam also interested in the conflicted akratic, the weak-willed (in- 
continent) man who knows the good but does not always achieve it 
in action. I want to place his problem 100 in the perspective of his 
development through time. And while I am not going to attempt any- 
thing like a full treatment of Aristodle's account of akrasia (inconti- 
ence, weakness of will), my hope is that the temporal perspective 1 
shall sketch will remove one major source, at any rate, of the dissatisfac- 
tion which is often, and understandably, felt with Aristote's account of 
the phenomenon, 

In both cases, the good man and the akratic, we shall be concerned 
with the primitive materials from which character and a mature moral 
ity must grow. A wide range of desires and feelings are shaping patterns 
‘of motivation and response in a person well before he comes to a rea- 
soned outlook on his life as a whole, and certainly before he integrates 
this reflective consciousness with his actual behavior. I is this focus of 
interest that constitutes the chief philosophical benefit, as 1 conceive 
it, of what is a predominantly historical inquiry. Intellectualism, a one- 
sided preoccupation with reason and reasoning, is a perennial falling in 
moral philosophy. The very subject of moral philosophy is sometimes 
defined or delimited as the study of moral reasoning, thereby excluding 
the greater part of what is important in the inittal—and, I think, contin- 
uing—moral development of a person. Aristotle knew intellectualism 
in the form of Socrates’ doctrine that virtue is knowledge. He reacted. 
by emphasizing the importance of beginnings and the gradual develop- 
ment of goo! habits of feeling. The rwentieth century, which has its 
own intellectualisms to combat, also has several full-scale develop- 
mental psychologies to draw upon. But they have not been much 
drawn upon in the moral philosophy of our time, which has been little 
interested in questions of education and development.* In this respect. 
Aristotle's example has gone sadly unstudied and ignored. 

No doubt Aristotle's developmental picture is still much too simple, 
by comparison with what could be available to us. Let that be conceded 
aL once—to anyone who can do better. What is exemplary in Aristotle 
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is his grasp of the truth that morality comes in a sequence of stages 
with both cognitive and emotional dimensions. This basic insight is 
already sufficient, as we shall see, to bring new light on akrasi 

So let us begin at the beginning, which Aristotle says is "the that." 
This somewhat cryptic phrase occurs in an admitted digression (cf. 
1095b14) toward the end of 1.4. Aristotle has just begun the search for 
a satisfactory specification of happiness and the good for man when he 
pauses to reflect, with acknowledgments to Plato, on the methodologi- 
cal importance of being clear whether one is on the way to first princi- 
ples or starting points or on the way from them (1095a14-b1). The 
answer to Plato's question is that at this stage Aristotle is traveling dia- 
lectically toward a first principle or starting point, namely, the specifi- 
cation of happiness, but in another sense his inquiry must have its own 
stating points to proceed from. As he explains (1095b2-13), 


For while one must begin from what is familiar, this may be taken in two 
ways: some things are familiar to us, others familiar without qualification. 
Presumably, then, what we should begin from is things fariiar 10 us, This 
is the reason why one shoukd have been well brought up in good habits 
one is going to listen adequately to lectures about things noble and just, 
and in general about politcal (social) affairs. For the beginning (starting 
point) isthe that,” and if this is sufficiently apparent to a person, he will 
not in addition have a need for "the because.” Such a person has, or can 
easily get hold of, beginnings (starting points), whereas he who has nei 

thee [sc. neither “the tbar" nor “the because”. let him hearken to the 
words of Hesiod 


The best man of all is he who knows everything himself, 
Good also the man who accepts another's sound advice; 
But the man who neither knows himself nor takes to heart 
What another says, he is no good at all. 


‘The contrast here, between having only "the shat” and having both 
“the that” and “the because" as well, is a contrast between knowing, 
or believing that something is so and understanding why it is so, and I 
would suppose that Aristotle quotes the Hesiodic verses in all serlous- 
ness. The man who knows for himself is someone with "the be- 
cause"— in Aristotle's terms he is a man of practical wisdom equipped 
with the understanding to work out for himself what to do in the varied 
circumstances of life—while the one who takes to heart sound advice 
learns "the that” and becomes the sort of person who can profit from 
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Aristote's lectures. These lectures are no doubt designed to give him 
a reasoned understanding of "the because" which explains and justi- 
fies "the ibar* which he already has or can easily get hold of. What, 
then, is “the that”? 

"The ancient commentators are agreed that Aristotle has in mind 
knowledge about actions in accordance with the virtues; these actions. 
are the things familiar to us from which we must start, and what we 
know about them is that they are noble or just. This fits an earlier 
statement (1.3. 1095a2—4, quoted below) that the lectures assume on 
the part of their audience a certain experience in the actions of life, 
because they are concerned with these actions and start from them. It 
also conforms to what 1.4 says is the subject matter of the lectures for 
which knowledge of “the that” is a prerequisite: things noble and just. 

Now the noble and the just do not, in Aristotle’s view, admit of neat 
formulation in rules or traditional precepts (cf. 13 1094b14-16; 22. 
110423-10; 5.10. 1137b13-32; 9.2. 1165a12-14). It takes an educated 
perception, a capacity going beyond the application of general rules, 
to tell what is required for the practice of the virtues in specific circum- 
stances (2.9. 1109623; 4.5. 112662-4). That being so, if the student is 
to have “the tbat" for which the doctrines in Aristotle's lectures pro- 
vide the explanatory “because,” if he is to be starting out on a path. 
which will lead to his acquiring that educated perception, the emphasis 
had better be on his knowing of specific actions that they are noble or 
just in specific circumstances. 1 put it as a matter of emphasis only, of 
degree, because often, no doubt, moral advice will come 10 him in 
fairly general terms; a spot of dialectic may be needed to bring home 
10 the young man the limitations and imprecision of what he has 
learned. But even where the advice is general, this need not mean he 
is taught that there are certain rules of justice, say, which are 10 be 
followed as a matter of principle, without regard for the spirit of justice 
and the ways in which circumstances alter cases. What Aristotle is 
pointing to is our ability to internalize from a scattered range of particu- 
lar cases a general evaluative attitude which is not reducible to rules or 
precepts. It is with his process in view that he emphasizes in 1.4 that 
the necessary beginnings or starting points, which I have argued to be 
correct ideas about what actions are noble and just, are not available. 
to anyone who has not had the benefit of an upbringing in good habits 

We can put this together with some further remarks about "the that” 
at the end of 1.7 (1098233-b4): 
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We must not demand explanation |sc. any more than precision] in all 
matters alike, but it is sufficient in some cases to have “the thar shown 
properly, just as in the case of starting points. "The tbat” is a first thing 
and a starting point. Of starting points some are seen by induction, some 
by perception, some by a certain habituation, and others in other ways 
again 


‘This time the wider context points to the outline definition of happi- 
ness or the good for man as the particular “shar” which Aristotle has 
Initially in mind. The search for a satisfactory specification of happiness 
and the good for man has just been completed, and Aristotle is reflect: 
ing on the extent to which he should claim precision and proof for his 
answer: it has the status of "the shat” merely, and, being general, no 
more precision than the subject matter allows. Thus it would obviously 
be wrong to think of the notion of "the shat” as intrinsically tied to 
particular low level facts. Nevertheless, in this passage the thesis that 
we have to start from "the thar” without an explanation, without “the 
because," is reasserted for starting points quite generally, and is com- 
plemented by a brief survey of various ways in which we acquire start- 
ing points. We already know that in ethics good habits are a 
prerequisite for grasping "the that.” It s now added that habituation is 
actually a way of grasping it, on a par with, though different from, in- 
duction, perception, and other modes of acquisition which Aristotle 
does not specify (the ancient commentators fil out the list for him by 
mentioning intellectual intuition and experience).* Each kind of start- 
ing point comes with a mode of acquisition appropriate to it; to give a 
couple of examples from the ancient commentators, we learn by induc- 
tion that all men breathe, by perception that fire is hot. In ethics the 
appropriate mode for at least some starting points is habituation, and 
in the light of 1.4 it is not difficult to see which starting points these 
must be? The thesis is that we first learn (come to see) what is noble 
and just not by experience of or induction from a series of instances, 
nor by intuition (intellectual or perceptual), but by learning to do noble 
and just things, by being habituated to noble and just conduct, 

In part, this is the well-known doctrine of 2.1 and 4 that we become 
just or temperate by doing, and becoming habituated to doing, just 
and temperate things. But the passages we have examined from 1.4 
and 7 add to those chapters a cognitive slant. It turns out that Aristotle 
is not simply giving us a bland reminder that virtue takes practice 
Rather, practice has cognitive powers, in that it is the way we learn 
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what is noble or just. And on reflection we can see that this addition is 
quite in accord with 2.1 and 4, even demanded by them, For according, 
to 24 the ultimate goal toward which the beginner’s practice is aimed 
is that he shoul become the sort of person who does virtuous things 
in full knowledge of what he is doing, choosing to do them for their 
own sake, and acting out of a settled state of character (1105a28-33). 
"The beginner would hardly be on the way to this desirable state of 
affairs if he were not in the process forming (reasonably correct) ideas 
4 to the nobility or justice of the actions he was engaged in; if you like, 
he must be on his way to acquiring a mature sense of values. 

Let me skip here to 7.3, where at 1147a21-22 Aristotle has an inter- 
esting remark about learners in general: 


Those who have leamed a subject for the first time connect together“ 
the propositions in an orderly way, bur do not yet know them; for the 
propositions need to become second nature to them, and that takes time, 


We shall come later to the significance of this learner as one of Aristot- 
le's models for the state of mind of the akratic man. At present I want 
simply to connect the thought in 7.3 of ideas or beliefs becoming sec- 
‘ond nature to someone with the thought in 2.4 of the learner in morals. 
as someone who is tending toward a firmly established state of charac- 
ter which includes, and therefore must in part have developed out of, 
convictions about what is noble and just. The fully developed man of 
virtue and practical wisdom understands "the because" of these con- 
Victlons—in terms of 14's contrast between things familiar without 
qualification and things familiar to us, he has knowledge or familiarity 
in the unqualified sense--but this state is preceded by the learner's 
knowledge (in the qualified sense) of "the that,” acquired by habitua- 
tion so that itis second nature to him. Although only at the beginning, 
of the road to full virtue, the leamer has advanced to a stage where, 
having internalized “the that,” he bas or can easily get hold of the type 
‚of starting point which is seen by habituation. 

Thus the picture forms as follows. You need a good upbringing not 
simply in order that you may have someone around to tell you what is 
noble and just—you do need that (recall the Hesiodic verses), and in 
109 and again in the Politics 8.1 Aristotle discusses whether the job is 
best done by one's father or by community arrangements—but you 
need also to be guided in your conduct so that by doing the things you 
are told are noble and just you will discover that what you have been 
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told is true. What you may begin by taking on trust you can come to 
know for yourself. This is not yet to know thy it is true, but it is to 
have learned that itis true in the sense of having made the judgment 
your own, second nature to you—Hesiod's taking to heart. Nor is it yet 
to have acquired any of the virtues, for which practical wisdom is re- 
quired (6.13; 10.8 1178416-19), that understanding of "the because" 
which alone can accomplish the final correcting and perfecting of your 
perception of "the that.” But it is to have made a beginning. You can 
say, perhaps, "I have learned that itis just to share my belongings with 
others," and mean it in a way that someone who has merely been told. 
this cannot, even if he believes it—except in the weak sense in which 
"I have learned such and such” means simply that such and such was 
the content of the instruction given by parent or teacher. 

‘This is a hard lesson, and not only in the moralist's sense. How can 
Hearn that something is noble or just by becoming habituated to doing 
dt? Is it not one thing to learn fo do what is just and quite another to 
learn that it is just? Clearly, we need to look further at what Aristotle 
has to say about learning to do what is noble and just. Let us begin 
again at the beginning presupposed by Aristotle's lectures. For more is 
said about good upbringing and its benefits in 10.9, the very last chap- 
ter of the Nicomachean Ethics, which is specifically devoted to moral 
education, 

In this chapter Aristotle gives an explanation (1179b4-31) of why it 
is that only someone with a good upbringing can benefit from the kind 
‘of argument and discussion contained in his lectures. 


Now if arguments were in themselves enough to make men good, they 
would justly, as Theognis says, have won very great rewards, and such 
rewards should have been provided; but as things are, while they scem 
10 have power to encourage and stimulate the generous-minded among 
‘our youth, and to make a character which is wellbred,” and a true lover 
‘of what is noble, ready to be possessed by virtue, they are not able to 
encourage the many to nobility and goocness. For these do not by nature 
‘obey the sense of shame, but only fear, and do not abstain from bad acts 
because of their haseness but through fear of punishment; living by pas 

sion they pursue the pleasures appropriate to their character and the 
means to them, and avoid the opposite pains, and have not even a con- 
ception of what is noble and truly pleasant, since they have never tasted 
ir. What argument wouk! remould such people? It is hard, if not impossi- 
ble, to remove by argument the traits that have long since been incorpo- 
rated in the character; and perhaps we must be content if, when all the 
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influences by which we are thought to become good are present, we get 
Some tincture of virtue. 

Now some think that we are made good by nature, others by habitua- 
tion, others by teaching, Nature's part evidently does not depend on us, 
but as a result of some divine causes is present in those who are truly 
fortunate; while argument and teaching, we may suspect, are not power- 
ful with all men. but the soul of the student must first have been culi- 
vated, by means of habits, for noble joy and noble hatred, like earth which 
15 10 nourish the seed. For he who lives as passion directs will not hear 
argument that dissuades him, nor understand it if he does; and how can 
we persuade one in such a state to change his ways? And in general pas- 
sion seems to yield not to argument but to force. The character, then, 
must somehow be there already with a kinship 10 virtue, loving what is 
noble and hating what is base 


This important and neglected passage is not rhetoric but precise argu- 
ment,’ as I hope eventually to show. My immediate concern is the stu- 
dent Aristotle wants for his lectures. He is someone who already loves 
what is noble and takes pleasure in it. He has a conception of what is 
noble and iruly pleasant which other, less well brought up people lack 
because they have not tasted the pleasures of what is noble, This is 
what gives his character a kinship to virtue and a receptiveness to argu- 
ments directed to encouraging virtue. 

The noble nature here deseribed—Anstotle’s prospective stu- 
dent—we met earlier as the person with a starting point. He is one. 
who has learned what is noble ("the that”) and, as we now see, thus 
come to love it. He loves it because it is what is truly or by nature 
pleasant. Compare 1.8 1099413-15: 


Lovers of what is noble find pleasant the things that are by nature pleas- 
ard virtuous actions are such, so that these are pleasant for such men. 
as well in their own nature: 


‘This is from a context which makes clear that the word ore is not idly 
used; Aristotle has in mind a disposition of the feelings comparable in 
intensity, though not of course in every other respect, to the passion. 
(of a man who is crazy about horses. And the point he is making is that 
what you love in this sense is what you enjoy or take pleasure in. But 
‘equally he insists (109 1179b24-26) that the capacity for "noble joy 
and noble hatred" grows from habituation. I should now like to suggest 
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that the prominence given to pleasure in these passages is the key to. 
our problem about how practice can lead ro knowledge 

There is such a thing as learning t0 enjoy something (painting, 
music, skiing, philosophy), and it is not sharply distinct from learning 
that the thing in question is enjoyable. Once again we need to elimi- 
nate the weak sense of Jearn, the sense in which to have learned that 
skiing is enjoyable is simply to have acquired the information, regard- 
less of personal experience. In the strong sense 1 learn that skiing is 
enjoyable only by trying it myself and coming to enjoy it. The growth 
of enjoyment goes hand in hand with the internalization of knowledge. 

‘There is also such a thing as learning to enjoy something properly, 
where this contrasts with merely taking pleasure in it. This is a hard 
subject, but I can indicate roughly what I mean by a few examples of 
not enjoying something properly: enjoying philosophy for the sense 
‘of power it can give, enjoying a trip abroad because of the splendid 
photographs you are taking on the way, enjoying a party because you 
are meeting Important people, letting a symphony trigger a release of 
sentimental emotion. Aristotle's virtue of temperance is about the 
proper enjoyment of certain bextily pleasures having to do with taste 
and touch, These are things that any man or beast can take pleasure 
in, but not necessarily in the right way. Take the example of the gour- 
mand who prayed that his throat might become longer than a crane's, 
so that he could prolong his enjoyment of the feel of the food going, 
down (3.10 1118126-b1): this illustrates the perversion of a man who 
takes more pleasure in brute contact with the food than in the flavors 
which are the proper object of taste. Aristotelian temperance is also. 
concerned with sexual relations: 


All men enjoy in some way or other good food and wines and sexual 
Intercourse, but not all men do so as they ought. [7.14 1154a17-18), 


And this again is a thought we can understand, however difficult it 
might be to elaborate, 

Now Aristotle holds that to leam to do what is virtuous, to make it a 
habit or second nature to one, is among other things to learn to enjoy. 
doing it, to come to take pleasure—the appropriate pleasure—in doing 
it. It is in the light of whether a man enjoys or fails to enjoy virtuous 
actions that we tell whether he has formed the right disposition toward 
them. Thus 23 1104b3-13 (but the whole chapter is relevant) 
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We must take as a sign of states of character the pleasure or pain that 
ensues on acts; for the man who abstains from bodily pleasures and de- 
lights in this very fact is temperate, while the man who is annoyed at itis 
self-indulgent, and he who stands his ground against things that are terri- 
ble and delights in this or at least is not pained is brave, while the man 
‘who is pained is a coward.” For moral excellence is concerned with plea- 
sures and pains; it is on account of the pleasure that we do bad things, 
and on account of the pain that we abstain from noble ones. Hence we 
ought to have been brought up in a particular way from our very youth, 
as Plato says, so as both to delight in and to be pained by the things that 
we Ought: this is the right education. [Cf. 18 1099a17-21; 29 110961-5; 
3 1331-33; 41 1120426-27; 10.1 1172220-23] 


Such passages need to be received in the light of Aristotle's own analy- 
sis of pleasure in Books 7 and 10 (ef, esp. 10.3 1173b28-31): the delight 
of the temperate man who is pleased to be abstaining from overindul- 
‘gence, or that of the brave man who is pleased to be standing up to a 
frightful situation, is not the same or the same in kind as the pleasure 
of indulgence or the relief of safety. The character of one's pleasure 
depends on what is enjoyed, and what the virtuous man enjoys is quite 
different from what the nonvirtuous enjoy; which is not to say that the 
enjoyment is not as intense, only that it is as different as the things 
enjoyed. Specifically, what the virtuous man enjoys, as the passage 
quoted makes very clear, is the practice of the virtues undertaken for 
Its own sake, And in cases such as the facing of danger, cited here, and 
others, the actions which the practice of the virtues requires could only 
be enjoyed if they are seen as noble and virtuous and the agent delights 
in his achievement of something fine and noble (cf. 3.9 1117433-b16). 
‘That is why his enjoyment or lack of it is the test of whether he really 
has the virtues. 

Next, recall once more the statement in 24 that virtue involves. 
choosing virtuous actions for their own sake, for what they are. If we 
are asked what virtuous actions are, an important part of the answer 
must be that they are just, courageous, temperate, and so forth, and in 
all cases noble. (It is common to all virtuous actions that they are cho- 
sen because they are noble: 3.7. 1115b12-13; 4.1. 1120423-24; 42 
1122b6-7," EE 1230427-29.) Accordingly, of learning to do and to take 
(proper) enjoyment in doing just actions is learning to do and to enjoy 
them für their own sake, for what they are, namely, just, and this is not 
to be distinguished from learning that they are enjoyable for them- 
selves and their intrinsic value, namely, their justice and nobility, then 
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perhaps we can give intelligible sense to the thesis that practice leads 
to knowledge, as follows. I may be told, and may believe, that such and 
such actions are just and noble, but I have not really learned for myself 
(taken to heart, made second nature to me) that they have this intrinsic. 
value until I have learned to value (love) them for it, with the conse 

quence that 1 take pleasure in doing them. To understand and appreci- 
ate the value that makes them enjoyable in themselves I must learn for 
myself to enjoy them, and that does take time and practice—in short, 
habituation, 

Back now to 10.9. We have come to see that the young person there 
spoken of as a true lover of what is noble is not simply someone with 
a generalized desire to do whatever should turn out to be noble, but 
someone who has acquired a taste for, a capacity to enjoy for their own 
sake, things that are in fact noble and enjoyable for their own sake, He 
has learned, really learned, that they are noble and enjoyable, but as 
yet he does not understand why they are so. He does not have the 
good man’s unqualified knowledge or practical wisdom, although he 
does have "the that” which is the necessary starting point for acquiring 
practical wisdom and full virtue. He is thus educable. According to 10.9, 
argument and discussion will encourage him toward virtue because he 
obeys a sense of shame (aidds) as opposed to fear. What does this 
mean? 

Aristotle discusses shame in 4.9: 


Shame should not be described as a virtue; for itis more like a feeling 
than a state of character. It is defined, at any rate, as a kind of fear of 
disgrace. 

‘The feeling is not becoming to every age, but only to youth. For we 
think young people should be prone to the feeling of shame because they 
live by feeling and therefore commit many errors, but are restrained by 
shame; and we praise young people who are prone to this feeling, but an. 
older person no one would praise for being prone to the sense of dis 
race, since we think he should not do anything that need cause this 
sense. [112810-12, 15-21] 


Shame is the scmivirtue of the learner. The learner is envisaged as a 
young person who lives by the feelings of the moment and for that 
reason makes mistakes. He wants to do noble things but sometimes 
does things that are disgraceful, ignoble, and then he feels ashamed of 
himself and his conduct"? Now Aristotle holds that all young people 
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(and many older ones) live by the feeling of the moment and keep 
chasing after what ata given time appears pleasant. A sample statement 
is the following from 83. 1156431-33: 


"The friendship of young people seems to aim at pleasure; for they live 
Under the guidance of emotion, and pursue above all what is pleasant (0 
themselves and what is immediately before them. [cf 13 1095a4-8] 


‘The point about those of the young who have been well brought up is 
that they have acquired a taste for pleasures—namely, the pleasures of 
‘noble and just actions—which others have no inkling of. The less fortu- 
nate majority also live by the feelings of the moment (109. 1179b13, 
27-28), but since they find no enjoyment in noble and just actions, the 
only way to get them to behave properly is through fear of punishment 
(109. 1179b11-13). They will abstain from wrongdoing not because it 
is disgraceful, not because of what the actions are, unjust, but simply 
and solely as a means of avoiding the pains of punishment, Whereas 
the well-brought-up person has an entirely different sort of reason for 
avoiding them. Insofar as he realizes they are unjust or ignoble, they 
do not appear to him as pleasant or enjoyable; insofar as he does not 
realize this and so desires and perhaps does such things, he feels badly 
about it, ashamed of his failure. The actions pain him internally, not 
consequentilly. He is therefore receptive to the kind of moral educa- 
tion which will set his judgment straight and develop the intellectual 
capacities (practical wisdom) which will enable him to avoid such er- 
100 

The fundamental insight here is Plato's. For in discussing the devel- 
‘opment in the young of a set of motives concerned with what is noble 
and just, we are on the territory which Plato marked out for the middle 
part of his tripartite soul. The middle, so-called spirited part strives to. 
do what is just and noble (Rep. 440cd), and develops in the young, 
before reason (la; cf. Ar. Pol. 1334b22-25). It is also the seat of 
shame: implicitly so in the story of Leontius and his indignation with. 
himself for desiring to look on the corpses, explicitly in the Phaedrus 
(253d, 254e). The connection with anger, which we shall also find in 
Aristotle, is that typically anger is this same concem with what is just 
and noble directed outward toward other people (cf. NE 5.8. 1135b28- 
29). Aristotle owes to Plato, as he himself acknowledges in 2.3, the 
idea that these motivating evaluative responses are unreasoned—they 
develop before reason and are not at that stage grounded in a general 
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view of the place of the virtues in the good life—and because they are 
unreasoned, other kinds of training must be devised to direct them on 
to the right kinds of object: chiefly, guided practice and habituation, as 
we have seen, but Aristotle also shares with Plato the characteristically 
Greek belief that musical appreciation will teach and accustom one to 
judge rightly and enjoy decent characters and noble actions through 
their representation in music (Pol. 1340a14 ff). In both cases the un- 
derlying idea is that the child’s sense of pleasure, which to begin with 
and for a long while is his only motive, should be hooked up with 
just and noble things so that his unreasoned evaluative responses may 
develop in connection with the right objects. 

‘To say that these responses are unreasoned is to make a remark 
about their source. The contrast Is with desires—the reasoned desires 
to which we shall come shortly—which derive from a reflective scheme 
of values organized under the heading of the good. But where desires 
and feelings are concerned, the nature of the response and its source 
are connected. It is not that the evaluative responses have no thought 
‘component (no intentionality): on the contrary, something is desired 
as noble or just, something inspires shame because it is thought of as 
disgraceful. The responses are grounded in an evaluation of their ob- 
ject, parallel to the way appetite is oriented to a conception of its object 
as something pleasant; in this sense both have their “reasons.” The 
point is that such reasons need not invariably or immediately give way 
or lose efficacy to contrary considerations. There are, as it were, pock- 
ets of thought in us which can remain relatively unaffected by our over- 
all view of things. This is a phenomenon which the century of 
psychoanalysis is well placed to understand, but the Greek philoso- 
phers already saw that it must be central to any plausible account of 
akrasia. It is that insight which backs their interweaving of the topics of 
akrasia and moral development."* 

From all this it follows not only that for a long time moral develop- 
ment must be a less than fully rational process but also, what is less 
often acknowledged, that a mature morality must in large part continue 
to be what it originally was, a matter of response deriving from sources 
other than reflective reason. These being the fabric of moral character, 
in the fully developed man of virtue and practical wisdom they have 
become integrated with, indeed they are now infused and corrected 
by, his reasoned scheme of values. To return to temperance: 


AAs the child should live according to the direction of his tutor, so the 
appetitive element should live according to reason. Hence the appetitive 
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element in a temperate man should harmonize with reason; for the noble 
rk at which both aim, and the temperate man desires the things 
he ought, as he ought, and when he ought; and this is whar reason di- 
ects, (5.12, L1I9b13-18; cf. 1.13. 1102628; 94 1166a13-14] 


‘This is Aristotle's version of the psychic harmony which Plato sought. 
10 establish in the guardians of his ideal republic. 

But Aristotle, as 109 makes clear, draws an important conclusion 
from the requirement of unreasoned beginnings which is not, perhaps, 
so evident in Plato (though we shall come back to Plato in a while). In 
Aristotle's view it is no good arguing or discussing with someone who 
lacks the appropriate starting points ("the har") and has no concep- 
tion of just or noble actions as worthwhile in themselves, regardless. 
‘of contingent rewards and punishments, To such a person you can 
recommend the virtues only insofar as they are required in a given 
social order for avoiding the pain of punishment—that is, for essen- 
tially external, contingent reasons. You cannot guarantee to be able to 
show they will contribute to some personal goal the agent already has, 
be it power, money, pleasure, or whatever; and even if in given contin- 
gent circumstances this connection with some antecedent personal 
goal could be made, you would not have given the person reason to 
pursue the virtues for their own sake, as a part of happiness, but only 
as a means to it 

"This casts some light on what Aristotle takes himself to be doing in 
the Nicomachean Ethics and on why he asks for a good upbringing as. 
à condition for intelligent study of the subject. If he is setting out, “the 
because" of virtuous actions, he is explaining what makes them noble, 
just, couragenus, and so on, and how they fit into a scheme of the 
ood life, not why they should be pursued at all. He is addressing 
someone who already wants and enjoys virtuous action and needs 10 
see this aspect of his life in a deeper perspective. He is not attempting 
the task so many moralists have undertaken of recommending virtue 
even to those who despise it: his lectures are not sermons, nor even 
protreptic argument, urging the wicked to mend their ways. From 10.9 
it is clear that he did not think that sort of thing to be of much use; 
some, perhaps most, people's basic desires are already so corrupted 
that no amount of argument will bring them to see that virtue is desir- 
able in and for itself (cf. 5.5. 1114419-21). Rather, he is giving a course 
in practical thinking to enable someone who already wants to be virtu- 
us 10 understand better what he should do and why: Such under- 
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standing, as Aristotle conceives it, is more than merely cognitive. Since. 
it is the articulation of a mature scheme of values under the heading of 
the good, it will itself provide new and more reflective motivation for 
virtuous conduct, That is why Aristotle can claim (1.3. 1095a5~6; 2.2. 
1103b26-29; 2.4. 1105b2-5; 10.9. 1179a35-b4) that the goal of the 
study of ethics is action, not merely knowledge: to become fully virtu- 
(ous rather than simply to know what virtue requires.“ Someone with 
a sense of shame will respond, because he wants to do better at the 
right sorts of things. Someone with nothing but a fear of punishment 
will not respond; the only thing to do with him is tell him what he will 
get into trouble for. 

After these rather general remarks about the character of Aristotle’s 
enterprise we can begin to move toward the topic of akrasia, We need 
first to round out the picture of the motivational resources of the well- 
brought-up young person. For the unreasoned evaluative responses 
with which his upbringing has endowed him are not the only impulses 
that move him to act. Being a human being he has the physiologically 
based appetites as well. The object of these is, of course, pleasure (3.2, 
111617; 3.11. 11868 ff; 3.12. 1119b5-8; 73. 114732-34; 7.6, 
1149334-36; FE 1247620), but they can be modified and trained to 
become desires for the proper enjoyment of bodily pleasures; this, we 
saw, is what is involved in acquiring the virtue of temperance, There 
are also instinctive reactions like fear to be trained into the virtue of 
courage. In a human being these feelings cannot be eliminated; there- 
fore, they have to be trained. It would also be wrong to omit, though 
there is not room to discuss, the important fact that Aristotle in Books 
8 and 9 takes seriously his dictum that the human being is by nature a 
social animal: friendship is itself something noble (8.1. 1155429), and 
among the tasks of upbringing and education will be to give the right 
preliminary shape to the feelings and actions bound up with a wide 
range of relationships with other people. 

‘That said by way of introduction, we can consider a passage that 
takes us from moral education to akrasia (1.3. 1095a2-11): 


Hence a young man is not a proper hearer of lectures on political science; 
for he is inexperienced in the actions that occur in life, but its discussions 
start from these and are about these; and, further, since he tends to follow 
his passions, his study will be vain and unprofitable, because the end 
aimed at is not knowledge but action. And it makes no difference whether 
he is young in years or youthful in character; the defect does not depend 
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upon time, but on his living, and pursuing each successive object, as pas- 
sion directs. For 10 such persons, as to the incontinent, knowledge brings 
no profit; but to those who form their desires and act in accordance with 
reason knowledge about such matters will be of great benefit, 


Reason will appeal and be of use to the well-brought-up student be- 
cause he is ready to form his desires in the light of reasoning; that we 
have already discovered. Other people, the immature of whatever age, 
form desires in a different way, and this is what happens in akrasia; or 
rather, as we shall see, it is one half of what happens in akrasia. We 
have here two kinds of people, distinguished by two ways of forming. 
desires. What are these two ways of forming desires and how are they 
different? 

As Aristotle describes what he calls deliberation (cf. esp. 3.2-4), itis 
a process whereby practical thought articulates a general good that we 
wish for and focuses it on a particular action it is in our power to do, 
thereby producing in us a desire to do this thing. A desire is formed by. 
the realization that the action will fulfill one of the ends endorsed by 
‘our reasoned view of the good life, and this more specific desire— 
more specific, that is, than the general wish from which it derived—is 
what Aristotle calls choice: 


"The object of choice being one of the things in our own power which is. 
desired after deliberation, choice will be deliberated desire of things in 
our own power; for when we have decided as a result of deliberation, we 
desire in accordance with our deliberation "^ 33. 111349-12] 


Or, to paraphrase his remarks in a later book (6.2. 1139321-33), choice 
is desire pursuing what reason asserts to be good 

So much for the forming of desires in the light of reasoning, which 
means: reasoning from the good. Ifa piece of practical reasoning does 
not relate to one's conception of the good, Aristotle does not count it 
deliberation, nor its outcome choice. But that does not mean he denies 
that reasoning and thinking are involved when desires are formed by 
the alternative process mentioned in 1.5. On the contrary, he describes. 
such thinking in some detail, as we shall see if we now turn to his 
discussion of akrasia in Book 7. 

The akratic (weak-willed) man is one who acts against his knowledge 
(judgment) and choice of the good;"* he has a reasoned desire to do 
‘one thing, but under the influence of a contrary desire he actually does 
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another. Clearly, however, this contrary desire itself needs to be gener- 
ated if we are to understand how it fixes upon some particular object 
and fits into an adequate explanation of the akratic's behavior. Equally 
clearly, at least one main purpose Aristotle has in 7.3 is to exhibit 
akratic behavior under a standard pattern of explanation which he 
schematizes in the practical syllogism. His model case turns on the 
point that bodily appetite can supply a major premise of its own having 
to do with the pleasant rather than the good ("Everything sweet is 
pleasant" or “Sweets are nice"). That is 10 say, appetite sets an end 
that is not integrated into the man's life plan or considered scheme of 
ends, his overall view of the good. Unlike the selfindulgent man, 
whose (perverted) reason approves of every kind of sensual gratifica- 
tion as good in itself, the akratic is tempted to pursue an end which his 
reasoned view of life docs not approve. But he acts, Aristotle empha- 
sizes (73. 1147a35-b1), under the influence of a sort of reason and an 
‘opinion. His action is to be explained on the standard pattern by a 
combination of desire and thought, articulated in the syllogism 
"Sweets are nice; this is a sweet; so I'l have this.” For the akratic this 
is only half the story—we have explained the action he actually per- 
forms but not the conflict behind it—bur it is presumably the whole 
story of the immature people in 1.3. They form desires and undertake 
actions not in accordance with reason because their ends are simply 
things that strike them as pleasint at a given moment; they have no 
steady conception of the good to reason from. 

But there are other sources of incontinence than the bodily appe: 
tites: most notably, the unreasoned evaluative responses we met be- 
fore as an important characteristic of the well-brought-up beginner. A 
parallel procedure to the one we have just followed will give us a pic- 
ture of the sort of error that makes Aristotle's prospective student 
ashamed of himself. What in him is a mistake is one half of the conflict 
involved in nonappetitive akrasia, 

The details appear in 7.6. 1149a25-b2. 


Spirit seems to listen to reason to some extent, but to mishear it, as do. 
hasıy servants who run out before they have heard the whole of what one 
says and then mistake the order, or as dogs bark if there is but a knock at 
the door, before looking to sce if it is a friend; so spirit on account of the. 
‘warmth and hastiness of its nature, no sooner hears—even though it has 
not heard an order—than it springs to take revenge. For reason or imag 
nation informs us that we have heen insulted or slighted, and spirit, rea 


222 AUF Burnyeat 


soning as it were that anything like this must be fought against, boils up 
straightway: while appetite, f reason or perception merely says that an 
‘object is pleasant, springs to the enjoyment of it, Therefore spirit follows 
reason in a sense, but appetite does not 


The description, which owes much to Plato (Rep. 440cd again), im- 
plies the usual pattern of practical thought and reasoning: "Slights and 
injustices must be fought against; I have been wronged/slighted; so 1 
should take revenge." Aristotle does not specify in detail the better 
syllogism which must also be present if this is to be a case of full incon- 
tinence, but we can supply the order which spirit does not stop to 
hear—for example, “It is better to wait and investigate an apparent 
wrong before taking revenge; this is an apparent wrong; so wait and 
investigate." As in Plato, the overeager dog in us“ is concerned with 
what is noble and just, with honor and self-esteem, without taking. 
thought for the consequences or the wider view. 

If, then, these evaluative responses are in us as a result of our up- 
bringing, and the bodily appetites are in us as a part of our natural 
inheritance as human beings, the seeds of akrasia are going to be with 
us as we enter Aristotle's lecture room. He will encourage us to think 
about our life as a whole, 10 arrive at a reasoned view of the good for 
man; but to begin with, until our understanding of "the because" has 
had a chance to become second nature with us, this will be superim- 
posed upon well-established, habitual patterns of motivation and re- 
sponse which it will take time and practice to integrate with the wider 
and more adult perspective that Aristotle will help us achieve. 

‘This seems to me important. I think many readers feel that Aristotle's 
discussion of akrasia leaves unexplained the point most in need of ex- 
planation, What they want to know is why the better syllogism is over- 
‘come. Not finding an answer they look for one in what Aristotle says in 
7.3 about the akratic's knowledge and the way this is not used, not 
had, or dragged about. And then they are dissatisfied because no ade- 
quate answer is to be found in the discussion of shat issue, for the good 
reason, 1 believe, that none is intended. The treatment of knowledge 
pinpoints what is to be explained. it is not itself the explanation. Even 
in the relatively easy case where a man simply fails to bring to bear on 
the situation (fails to use) some knowledge that he has, the fact of his 
failure requires explanation: he was distracted, overanxious, in haste, 
or whatever. For the more difficult cases Aristotle announces his expla- 
nation at 1147a24-25: 
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Again, we may also view the cause as follows with reference to the facts 
‘of human nature. 


Thus Ross's translation, but I think that the scope of "also" is he whole 
sentence,? which means this: we may also give an explanation of the. 
phenomenon we have been endeavoring, with some difficuhy, to de- 
scribe. The explanation that follows is in terms of the two syllogisms, 
which together account for the conflict, and one of which explains the 
action the akratic man performs. But the outcome of the conflict might 
have been different. In the continent man it is; his action is to be ex- 
plained by the better syllogism. So what determines whether itis appe- 
tite or reason that is victorious? 

1 submit that the question is misguided, at least so far as it looks for 
an answer in the immediate circumstances of the conflicted decision. 
If there is an answer, it is to be found in the man's earlier history. We 
must account for his present conflict in terms of stages in the develop- 
ment of his character which he has not yet completely left behind. 
For on Aristotle's picture of moral development, as I have drawn it, an 
important fact about the better syllogism is that it represents a later 
and less established stage of development. Hence what needs explana- 
tion is not so much why some people succumb to temptation as why 
‘others do not, What calls for explanation is how some people acquire 
continence or, even better, full vire, rather than why most of us are 
liable to be led astray by our boxily appetites or unreasoned evaluative 
responses. It is no accident that Aristotle gives as much space to the 
akratic as a type of person as to isolated akratic actions, and it is charac- 
teristic of him that he measures the liability to incontinence by compar- 
ison with the normal man. Thus 7.10. 1152225-43 


Now incontinence and continence are concerned with that which is in 
excess of the state characteristic of most men; for the continent man. 
abides by his resolutions more and the incontinent man less than most 
men can. 

Of the forms of incontinence, that of excitable people is more curable 
than that of those who deliberate but do not abide by their decision, 
and those who are incontinent through habituation are more curable than 
those in whom incontinence is innate: for i is easier to change a habit 
than to change one’s nature; even habit is hard 10 change just because it 
is like nature, as Evenus says; 
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{say that habits but long practice, friend, 
And this becomes men's nature in the end. 


| trust that this second set of verses will by now reverberate in their full 
significance, 

Given this temporal perspective, then, the real problem is this: How 
do we grow up to become the fully adult rational animal that is the end 
toward which the nature of our species tends? How does reason take 
hold on us so as to form and shape for the best the patterns of motiva- 
tion and response which represent the child in us (3.12. 1119333 ff), 
that product of birth and upbringing which will live on unless it is 
brought to maturity by the education of our reason? In a way, the whole 
of the Nicomacbean Ethics is Aristotle's reply to this question, so that. 
this paper is nothing but a prolegomenon to a reading of the work. But 
1 would like, in conclusion, to make a few brief comments concerning 
‘one important aspect of the process. 

Consider 2.3. 1104630-35 


There being three objects of pursuit” and three of avoidance, the noble, 
the advantageous, the pleasant, and their contraries, the base, the injuri- 
‘ous, the painful, about all of these the good man tends to go right, and 
especially about pleasure; for this s common to the animals, and also it 
accompanies all objects of pursuit; for even the noble and the advanta- 
eons appear pleasant. Again, it has grown up with us all from infancy; 
which is why iis dificult to cub off dis feeling, dyed asit is into our Me.» 


There are three irreducibly distinct categories of value for the fully vir- 
(uous man to get right—the three we have been discussing, Pursuit of 
pleasure is an inborn part of our animal nature; concern for the noble. 
depends on a good upbringing; while the good, here specified as the 
advantageous," is the object of mature reflection. We have seen that. 
each of the three categories connects with a distinct set of desires and 
feelings, which acquire motivating effect at different stages of develop- 
ment. It has also become clear that Aristode's insistence on keeping 
these distinctions is a key tactic in his vindication of akrasia against 
Socratic intellectualism. 

Historically, the greatest challenge to the intelligibility of akrasia was 
the argument mounted by Socrates in Plato's Protagoras (351b ff), 
which showed that weakness of will is unintelligible on the assumption, 
precisely, that there is only one “object of pursuit"—one category of 


Aristotle on Learning to Be Good p 


value, within which all goods are commensurable, as it were, in terms. 
‘of a single common coinage. Pleasure was the coinage chosen for the 
argument, but the important consideration was that if, ultimately, only 
‘one factor counts—call it F—and we have measured two actions X and. 
Yin terms of F, and X comes out more F than Y does, there is nothing 
left to give value to Y to outweigh or compensate for its lesser quantity 
of F. The supposed akratic cannot possibly find reason to do Y, the less 
valuable action, rather than the better action X, because Y offers him 
less of the only thing he is after: pleasure or whatever else the F may 
happen to be. If what Y offers is less of the only thing the man seeks, 
pleasure, its offering that pleasure cannot intelligibly function as a rea- 
son for doing Y instead of the admittedly more attractive X. The moral 
is close to hand: Y must offer something different in kind from X if the 
temptation and the man’s succumbing to it are to be intelligible, Plato. 
came to see this, and in the Republica it was in part to make akrasia 
and other forms of psychological conflict intelligible that he distin- 
‘guished different objects of pursuit for the three parts of the soul. The 
passage quoted is Aristotle’s version of that Platonic insight.” 
However, the fact that there are three irreducibly distinct categories. 
of value need not mean that one and the same thing cannot fall under 
two or more of them at once. To vindicate akrasia it is necessary only 
that this need not happen. The continent and the incontinent man do 
find the good and the pleasant or, in the anger case, the good and 
the noble in incompatible actions. Therein lies their conflict. The self 
indulgent man, on the other hand, has no use for the noble and identi- 
fies present pleasure with his long-term good (cf. 3.11. 1119a1-4; 7.3. 
1146b22-23: 7.7. 1150419-21; 7.8. 1150b29-30; 79. 1152a5-6), I 
would seem to follow that what we need to do to become fully virtuous 
instead of merely continent or worse is to bring those three categories 
of value into line with each other. We have already seen how a good 
upbringing makes the noble a part, perhaps the chief part, of the pleas- 
am for us. Aristotle's lectures are designed to take the next step and 
make the noble a part, perhaps the chief part, of one’s conception of 
the good (cf. EF 1249311). That is why in 2.4 he makes it a condition 
of virtue that virtuous actions be chosen for their own sake. Choice, 
which is reached by deliberation from a conception of the good, in- 
cludes a desire for them as good in themselves as well as noble and 
pleasant. But then he adds a further condition, and rightly, since choice 
by itself is compatible with incontinence and indeed continence. The 
further condition is that all this must proceed from a firm and un- 
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changeable character. That is, it is second nature to the virruous man 
10 love and find his greatest enjoyment in the things he knows to be 
good (cf. 8.5. 115622-23). In him the three categories of value are in 
harmony. They have become commensurable in terms of pleasure and 
pain, but not in the objectionable way which led to Socratic intellectual- 
ism, since the virtuous person's conception of what is truly pleasant is 
now shaped by his independent, reasoned conception of what is good, 
just as it was earlier shaped by his father's or his teacher's advice about 
what is noble. Indeed, one definition of the noble given in the Rhetoric 
(1366434) is to the effect that ihe noble is that which, being good, is 
pleasant because it is good (cf. EE 1249218-19). And with all three 
categories in harmony, then, and then only, nothing will tempt or lure 
him so much as the temperate or brave action itself. Nothing else will 
seem as pleasurable. That is how Aristotle can assert (7.10. 115226-8) 
that the fully formed man of virtue and practical wisdom cannot be 
akratic. Quite simply, he no longer has reason to be. 


For details of the works cited in these notes see the bibliography at the end of 
this essay. References by name alone, without page number, are to a commen- 
tator's note on or a translator's rendering of the passage under discussion. 

This paper was one result of the leisure 1 enjoyed from my tenure of a 
Rache Fellowship. 1 am grateful to the Radcliffe Trust for the yift of the Fel- 
lowship and to Unwersity College, London, for allowing me to take it up. The 
paper has been improved by discussions at a number of universities (London, 
Cambridge, Reading, Sussex, Princeton, Berkeley, and the University of Massa- 
chusetts at Amberst) and by the comments of David Charles, James Dybikow- 
ski, Martha Craven Nusshaum, Amelie O. Rorty, Richard Sorabji, and Susan Khin 
Zaw. Vonly regret that to deal adequately with all their criticisms would require 
the paper to be even longer than it is. But perhaps my greatest debt is to the 
members of my graduate seminar at Princeton in 1970 (two of them now writ 
ing in the present volume), from whom I received my first understanding and 
appreciation of Aristodle's ethics. 

1. One exception is John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, chaps. 8-9, but the 
exception that most completely exemplifies what 1 am looking for is Richard 
Woltheim, "The Good Self and the Bad Self: The Moral Psychology of British 
Idealism and the English School of Psychoanalysis Compared"; its noteworthy 
that he too has to go to the history of philosophy specifically, to F. H. Brad 
eyo find a serious philosophical involvement with developmental ques- 
tions. 

2 Contra Aspasius, Stewart, Burnet, Ross, and Gauthier Jolif, who take Ar 
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istotle 10 be speaking of a person of whom it is rue neither that he has nor 
that he can get staring points 

3. So Aspasius, Eustratius, Heliodorus ad foc. amd on 109Ra33-b4. Stewart 
agrees. Bumet’s proposal that “the thar” is the much more general fact that 
the definition of happiness is such and such is right for 1.7 (sce bela), but at 
the moment the definition of happiness isthe first principle or starting point 
we are working towanls. For sine remarks on this and ether misunderstand: 
ings of 1.4, see W. F. R. Hardie, Anisiotle's Ethical Theory, pp. 34-36, although 
Hardie's own suggestion ("the that” is “a particular moral rule or perhaps the 
definition of a particular moral virtue") also errs on the side of generality 

4, Some scholars (Peters. Grant, Stewart, GauthierJoli) keep the modes 
of acquisition dwn to the three explicitly mentioned by reading Kai alíaí 
d'allas (10980) as a summary rather than an open ended extension wf the list 

"some in one way. some in another” rather than "others in other ways again.” 
‘The rendering 1 have preferred has the suppor of Ross as well as the ancient 
tradition 

5. Not, or at least not in the first instance, the definition of happiness, as 
Burnet thinks: although this is "the rar" which initiates the passage, it was 
secured by argument, not habituation, and Aristotle has turned parenthetically 
toa survey of wider scope (cf. T. H. Irwin, "First Principles in Aristotle's Eth 
cs." p. 269 n. 18). Of course, the starting points in question and he habitua- 
tion they presuppose will lead further (cf. esp. 7. 1151415-19), but we are sut 
at the beginning of Aristotle's lectures and of the progress they are d 
encourage. 

6. Ross translates "string together”, he may not have intended the dispara 
Bing note the phrase now sounds. The fact i, the verb (sumere) is not ivari- 
ably, or even usually, disparaging in Aristotle's vocabulary. I is disparaging at 
Met. 1090630, De div A64b4, but not at Soph EL. 175330, Met. 98637, 995310, 
1093627, De gen. et corr. 31638, 336633, De gen. anim. 71644, 74119, Probl. 
905319. 

7. Ross translates "gently bor," which has aristocratic overtones irrelevant 
to the argument, even if Aristotle's sympathies happened to run in that direc 
tion In fact, in the Rhetoric (139062225) Aristotle says that most of the pros 
cts of noble birth are goo for nothing. and he makes a sharp distinction 
between noble birth (eugeneía) and noble character (gennaíotéx). His view in 
the Politics is that it is likely that good birth will go with moral merit, but no 
more than that (Pol. 128336 in its wider context from I282h14) 

8. From here on 1 quote Ross's translation, corrected in a few places 

9, Strictly, the argument occurs twice, each paragraph being a distinct ver 
sion, as Rassow saw ("Zu Aristoteles." pp. 594-596). Bur ll hat shows is that 
Aristotle thought the material important enough to have had tw goes at ex: 
pressing ir satisfactorily 

10. Strictly, as Grant observes, doing the right thing with reluctance and 
dislike is rather a sign of continence (self-control) than uf vice prope (cf. 3.2 
TIb-H4-15, EE 1223b13-14, 12246 16-18): the attributions of self indulgence 
and cowardice should not be pressed 

11. The reference is to Plato Laws 653a; f. also Rep. 395d, featuring the idea 
that habit becomes second nature 
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12. In the first and third of these passages Ross rather misleadingly trans- 
lates “for honour's sake: 

15, The connection between shame and the desire to do what is noble is 
very clear in the Greek. Shame is felt for having done aischra (things disgrace- 
ful, ignoble, base), and aischra is the standard opposite of kala (things noble, 
fine, honorable). Hence to do something from fear of disgrace is not incompat- 
ible with doing it for the nobility of the act itself This is made clear at 38 
1116427-29, on “eitizenly” courage: the only thing that is "second best" about 
this form of courage is thatthe citizen soldier takes his conception of what is 
noble from the laws and other people's expectations (11 16217-21) rather than 
having his own internalized sense of the noble and the disgraceful (cf. 3,7. 
Mtoal 1-12) 

14. For a twentieth century philosophical discussion that makes interesting, 
use of Greek ideas to bring out the significance of the different sources of 
desire, see Gary Watson, "Free Agency.” Watson goes so far as to claim (pp. 
210-211) that there are desires carrying absolutely no positive favoring of their 
object, not even an idea that i pleasurable But the cases he cites (a mother's 
sudden urge to drown her bawling child in the bath, a man who regards his 
sexual inclinations as the work of the devil) cry out for treatment in terms of 
the thought of pleasure having to be kept unconscious, 

15. An example to the point is the celebrated argument in 1.7 which uses 
considerations about the distinctive activity (ergom) of man to show that happi- 
ness is activity in accordance with virtue- it is not an argument that would 
appeal to anyone who really doubted or denied that he should practice the 
‘irtues—so much s made clear in the closing pages of Book 1 of Plato's Repub- 
lic, where Thrasyma hus remains totally unmoved by an earlier version of the 
same argument but it would say something to the reflective understanding 
‘of someone with the basic moral concerns which Aristotle presupposes in his 
audience. (nein, pp. 260-262 seems to be more optimistic 

16, Not that Aristotle ever suggests that attendance at lectures such as his is. 
the only way to get practical wisdom nor that attendance is sufficient by Itself 
for developing the needed intellectual virtues. But he is serious about aiming 
to help his students in that direction, in a quite practical way. This is the sol 
tion to the traditional problem (most sharply formulated by Joachim, pp. 13- 
16) about why Aristotle failed to recognize that the Fibícs is not iself practical 
but a theoretical examination of the practical The real failure here is in the 
npoverished conception of practical reason which finds ita puzzle to accept 
the practical orientation of Artotle's enterprise (see further Irwin, pp. 257- 
259) 

17. Here again Aristotle borrows from the middle part of Plato's tripartite 
souk: the Republic (375a f) likened the guardians to noble dogs, with special 
reference to their warm and spinited nature, and in the Politics (1327038- 
132841) Aristotle expressly alludes to the Republic when he suggests that the 
capacity of the soul in virtue of which we love our familias is spirit (tbumos). 

18. It might be objected that Aristotle did not need to make choice a new 
and more specific desire. Given a wish for X and the realization that Y will 
secure X, explanation is not furthered by adding in another desire; it should 
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be enough to say that the man wanted X and saw Y as a way of securing it (for 
intimations of this line of argument see Thomas Nagel, The Possibility of Alru- 
ism, chaps. 5-6). But a new and specific desire is not explanatorily redundant 
In Aristotle's scheme if it helps to explain the pleasure taken in a virtuous act, 
a pleasure that ought to be more specific to the particular action than the 
pleasure of simply doing something to fulfill one’s wish to be viruous 

19, Against knowledge or judgment: 7.1. 1145612; 73. 1146624 ff. Against 
choice: 7.3. 1146022-24; 74. 1489-10, 78, 105157: 7.10. 1152417. 

20, That this is the point, nox a denial that they engage in practical thinking 
at all, is clear from 109. 117961314: “living by passion they pursue the plea- 
sures appropriate to their character and the means fo them." Cf 69. 
1H2018-20, EF 1226630, 

21. This is one of the reasons why it secms preferable to translate humos. 
"spirit" throughout, rather than “anger” (Ross) 

22. The dog image of 1492829 brings with it an allusive resonance to 
large tracts of Plato's Republic; f. n. 17 above. 

23. Compare W. J. Verdenius, "Kai Belonging to a Whole Clause.” A god. 
parallel in Aristote is An. Past. 71h20-22, where laf emphasizes not the imme- 
diately following ten apodeiktiken epistemen, which merely resumes to epís- 
Jasihai and the point that this must be of necessary truths, but rather the 
subsequent characterization of the premises from which these necessary truths 
are derived, that is the new point signaled by kat (here I am indebted 10 Jac- 
ques Brunschwig). 

24. For these two forms of akrasia sec 77. 1180h19-22. 

25. Ross's translation “choice” badly misses the point, since not every pur- 
sult (hatresis is a choice (probatrests) in the technical sense explained earlier 
Note that this means that Aristotle does not endorse in every particular the 
commonplace (endeavor) which forms the famous first sentence of NE: he 
does not, strictly, think that every action aims at some good—for one thing, 
kati action does not 

26. The dyeing metaphor is yet another allusion 10 Plato's treatment of 
these topics: ef Rep. 4294-4300. 

27. Perhaps because Aristotle is making argumentative use of a common- 
place (endoxon): cf. Top. 105427, 118627. For the sense in which the advant 
‚geous = the good is the object of practical wisdom see 6 5. 1140125-28, 6.7, 
THAIbÁ-8 the man of practical wisdom deliberates correctly about what is. 
‘Rood and advantageous to himself with reference to the supreme goal of living. 
the good life; but of course the same equation can be made when the delihera- 
tion concerns a more particular end (69. 1142h27-33), 

28. Here 1 can only sketch my account of the Protagoras argument, bur 
various people have independently been propounding similar accounts for 
quite a time, and the key idea is beginning to emerge in print: see, for example, 
David Wiggins, “Weakness of Will, Commensurability, and the Objects of Delib- 
'eration and Desire.” 

29. In a different context (Pol 1283a3-10) Aristotle expressly denies that all 
goods are commensurable (smbletom):; similarly EF 1243022, NF 91 
TIG4b2-6. Farlier in life Aristotle may have been tempted to think otherwise. 
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An Pr. 6825-17 is a sketch toward a calculus of preference relations as envis- 
aged in Top 3.1-3, where 116b31-36 aspires to cardinal measurement, not just 
a relative ordering, Yet i is difficult to judge how far Aristotle thought he could. 
take the project, lor Top. 118b27-37 seems to be clear that there is no question 
‘of quantitative commensurability across the three categories of the noble, the 
pleasant, and the advantageous. Hence when Anstotle at De an. 434a8-9 says 
that deliberation requires the measurement of alternatives by a single standard, 
itis important that in the context he is concemed to mark the difference be- 
Tween rational agents and unreasoning animals, for which purpose the simplest 
achievement of deliberative calculation will suffice. anagke beni metrein need 
mot be generalized to all deliberation, 
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The Habituation of Character 


‚Nancy Sherman 


Aristotle's remarks on the habituation of character have been accepted 
for the most part as an uncontroversial part of his ethical theory. What 
seems certain on any reading is that character states are acquired 
through practice of corresponding actions. Under traditional interpre- 
tations, however, practice is seen primarily as a non-rational training, 
of desires towards appropriate objects. Habituation is thus viewed as 
essentially separate from and antecedent to the development of ratio- 
nal and reflective capacities. 

A well-known commentator has made the following remarks about 
the second book of the Nicomachean Ethics: 


We need only compare the theory of virtue in this book with the discus- 
sons in the Meno of Plato, to sce how immensely moral philosophy has 
gained in definiteness in the meantime. While becoming definite and sys- 
tematic, however, it had also to some extent become scholastic and me- 
chanical . . . A mechanical theory is here given both of the intellect and 
the moral character, as if the one could be acquired by teaching, the 
‘other by a course of habits.” 


To be sure, the commentator, namely Alexander Grant, is critical of 
this mechanical theory; but he none the less takes it to be Aristotle’s 
view—Aristotle’s alternative to Socratic intellectualism, and the equa- 
tion of ethical virtue with knowledge (episteme). Socrates’ mistake, Ar- 
istotle himself says, is that “he used to inquire what virtue is, but not 
how and from what sources it arises” (FE 1216b10-11; cf. 1216b19- 
22). 


E 
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But Aristotle's inquiry into these questions, indeed his transforma- 
tion of ethical theory into a theory, like Plato's, about bow’ to be good, 
does not issue in a mechanical theory of habituation. ... Similar claims 
have been made by others in recent years, most notably by Burnyeat 
and Sorabji If my argument is distinctive, it is because it brings to bear 
a broader range of texts which show just how thoroughgoing Aristotle's. 
conception of critical habituation is. In particular, 1 hope to show how 

perceptual, affective, and deliberative capacities arc cultivated 
within such an education. 

My motive in taking a serious look at the process of moral education 
is the belief that the mechanical theory of habituation ultimately makes 
mysterious the transition between childhood and moral maturity. It 
leaves unexplained how the chikl with merely ‘habituated’ virtue can. 
ever develop the capacities requisite for practical reason and inscpara- 
ble from full virtue. . .. Full virtue is not simply the excellence of the 
non rational part, but itself combines the excellences of character and 
‘of practical reason. This is the unmistakable force of the definition of 
Virtue in NE 11. 6 as a character state concerning choice as determined 
by the reasoning of the pbronimos (person of practical wisdom). It is. 
the point of the claim made in Book VI that one cannot be good with: 
‘out practical wisdom nor wise without virtue (1144b30-3) 

Now it is true that no one would seriously hold that rationality 
‘emerges in an instant, To say "Now a boy becomes a man” (at whatever 
age--thirteen, eightcen, or twenty-one) is to create an artifice for law, 
not to explain when and how.’ But the mechanical theory does not 
‘offer such an explanation, nor allow us plausibly to infer any. It gives 
us no indication of the way capacities are cultivated for their eventual 
maturity. A reasonable account need not require that such capacities 
develop perfectly continuously, nor at an even pace. A more plausible 
alternative is that there is an uneven rate of growth, with starts and 
stops in the development of particular capacities. Aristotle might ac- 
cept something like this picture: there might be an early period in 
which affective capacities are cultivated, followed by the more active 
development of rational (and deliberative) capacities, and then eventu- 
ally the emergence of full rationality.* This recognizes the general fact 
that there are conditions of internal readiness as well as environmental 
factors that affect the rate of progress. Growth will be marked by spurts 
and impasses. Thus, the extremely young child, on his view, may not 
engage in the reasoning process in a very extensive way. It is true, his 
perceptual and discriminatory capacities will awaken early on, as Aris- 
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totle indicates in various places (1161528, 18414, 1448b7-10), and he 
will enjoy the power of discriminating differences. As the child be- 
‘comes older, the cultivation of these cognitive capacities will become 
an essential element in the development of the affections. But he will 
not yet, in a substantive way, cultivate the more deliberative skills that 
enter into complex choice-making. That comes later. 

1 shall argue for something like this conception in the pages that 
follow. My overall claim is that if full virtue is to meet certain conditions, 
then this must be reflected in the educational process. The child must 
be seen as being educated towards that end. This will require a devel 
opmental conception of cognitive and affective capacities, as well as a 
conception of habituation in varying degrees reflective and critical 

‘The chapter, then, will proceed roughly in this way: after introduc: 
tory remarks about the plausibility of ascribing to Aristotle a develop: 
mental model of the child's ethical growth, 1 shall examine the non- 
rational part of the soul and consider the sort of rationality it none the 
less includes, This will lead us to Aristotle's intentional theory of the 
emotions, and to a broad sketch of how we refine the discriminatory 
capacities included in the emotions. With this as background, we shall 
be in a position to assess Aristotle's remarks about the habituation of 
character and to consider the way in which it allows for the crit 
practice necessary for developing fine discrimination. Central to the 
account will be Aristotle's view that practice yields pleasure to the ex- 
tent to which it exhibits increasingly fine powers of discemment, Fi- 
ally, 1 shall argue that the general conception of habituation as 
reflective and critical coheres with Aristotle's view of experience as 
training practical reason through trial and error as well as inquiry. 


1. The Viability of a Developmental Model 


Before proceeding, then, we need to assess the viability of ascribing to 
Aristotle a developmental conception of the child's ethical growth, 
Some hesitation about this point seems well grounded, given Aristot 
le's general tendency to lump the child, together with the animal, as 
constituting a single contrast case to the ethically mature adult. The 
single grouping implies that the child's defects are in some way perma: 
nent (at least for the duration of childhood), and that the acquisition 
of certain abilities and states is an all or nothing matter. So Aristotle 
tells us that along with the animal, the chik lacks the deliberative ca- 
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pacities for choice (probairesis) and action (praxis) characteristic of 
the adult (1111225-6, 1111b8-9, 1144b8, EF 1224a26-30 and 
1240631-4). Both pursue pleasures which are not unqualifiedly good 
(NE 1152b19-20, 115322831, 1176b28-30, EE 1236a2-7, 1228b19-22, 
123832-4) and lack the sort of judgement (bupolepsis) that can op- 
pose and control desires (NE 1147b5, EE 1224a25~7); thus they can be 
neither akratic nor enkratic (continent or controlled). Like the slave, 
the child requires external reason for guidance (Pol. 126034, 12603- 
8). The picture, on the whole, is derogatory and static: "No one would 
(choose to live through his life with the mind of a child, however much. 
he were to enjoy the things that children enjoy" (NE 1741-4). "No 
sensible person could endure to go back to it again" (EE 1215b22-5). 

But we should not be misled by what Aristotle says. First, it is imme- 
diately obvious that any grouping of child and animal is undercut by an 
argument for species differences of the sort that Aristotle emphasizes 
elsewhere, and that form the basis of his doctrine of a peculiar human. 
function (ergon) and excellence.’ Second, the grouping obscures the 
notion of maturation which Aristotle himself deploys in other contexts, 
and which is crucial for a more accurate characterization of the child 
and of education. Thus, in Book 1 of the Politics Aristotle says that the 
child has a deliberative part (to bouleutikon), "but in an undeveloped 
form’ (ateles, 1260413-14). And he continues: "Since the chikl is un- 
developed [ateles], it is clear that his virtue is not relative to himself, 
but relative to the fully developed individual, and the one who is an 
authority over him" (12604323). These remarks openly invite a devel- 
‘opmental model in which the chiki is viewed not statically, but as in. 
progress toward full humanity, on his way towards some end. Defi- 
clencies of reasoning are regarded not as fixed, but as merely tempo- 
rary phenomena within a complex, and differentially paced, process of 
growth. To lack deliberative skills at a certain stage does not imply the 
absence of other cognitive capacities specific to ethical response. 

An important caveat needs to be made here: this model will apply 
primarily to the male child. . . . The female, Aristotle contends, has 
rational capacities that are permanently deficient, and that permanently 
limit the sort of virtue she can attain (Pol. 12601230). In a sense she 
is and will remain forever a child, her limited opportunities designed 
to reflect her limited abilities. At full maturity, she will still lack rational 
authority and will be capable only of a subordinate sort of virtue and 
happiness.* It can be argued, as I have, that even within her restricted 
domestic sphere the woman demonstrates considerably more virtue 
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than Aristotle's official doctrine allows. But for the time being, the con- 
trast between the male and female child underlines the merely tran- 
sient nature of the boy's rational defects. 


2. The Rationality of the Non-Rational Part 


Part of the impetus for viewing the habituation process as essentially 
non-cognitive comes from Aristotle’s remarks at the end of Book 1 and 
beginning of Book II of the Nicomachean Fibics that virtuous charac- 
ter is acquired through habituation (ex* etbous) of the non-rational part 
(to alogon echon) of the soul. This is distinguished from the virtue or 
excellence of the rational or intellectual part (to logon echon), acquired 
for the most part through systematic teaching and exposition (ek dí 
daskalias). But the separation of these parts of the soul (and their 
training) requires, as Aristotle himself recognizes, considerable qualii- 
cation, After adopting the Platonic division into rational and non-ratio- 
nal parts "as adequate" for his own purposes (1102a26-8), Aristotle 
thus proceeds for the rest of NE 1. 13 10 clarify and refine the distinc- 
tion: the desiderative part of the non-rational soul (10 orekiékon, ie. 
appetites, emotions, and in general feelings—pathe) does not engage 
in reasoning but can listen to reason, and thus partake of reason in a 
certain way (1102b14, 1102b26-1103a3; cf. 109834). It can be con: 
trolled, persuaded, and shaped by the rational part 

In the De Anima Aristotle is openly cautious about the practice of 
dividing the soul into parts, warning that any division will always be 
relative to a particular pursuit or inquiry, and that consequently parts 
can be proliferated or diminished, carved up in this way or that, to suit 
an inquiry. In certain schemes, particular capacities will thus resist easy 
Pigeon-holing. So the perceptual capacity is not easily classifiable as 
exclusively desiderative or rational, nor is imagination. In a more cus 
tom-tailored scheme, these capacities might be assigned to distinct 
parts (DA 432330). But equally, Aristotle argues, desire (orexís) is con- 
‘siderably more complex than the division of the soul into rational and. 
non-rational parts suggests. There is... kind of desire—rational wish 
or boulesis—which is distinctive to the rational part and which is inti- 
mately connected with the capacities of reflection and revision, Even 
‘appetites and emotions, which Aristotle is never tempted to assign to. 
the rational part, will have cognitively specifiable constituents 

‘We must bear in mind these clarifications as we go on to examine 
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the process of habituation, In particular, we will want to have them in. 
mind in assessing Aristotle's claim that the rationality of desire is a kind 
of obedience, a way of listening to and obeying (katekoon, peitharcht- 
on) the authority of a separate and higher part (VE 1102b12-1103a4), 
‘The analogy Aristotle adopts in Book I of the Nicomacbean Ethics is 
Of the child's relation to the parent: desire obeys the reason of the 
rationally authoritative part as a child listens to his father (bosper 1o. 
patros akoustikon ti, 1102b31-110343). The analogy informs the claim 
made in the Eudemian Etbícs that "character [etbos] is a quality of the 
part of the soul that is non-rational, but capable of following reason 
[dunamene akoloutbein], in accordance with a prescriptive principle" 
(1220b6-8; cf. 122045-13). 

‘The analogy of a child compliant to the exhortations of a rational 
adult might scem to reinforce the image of desire borrowing reason. 
exclusively from outside, being guided primarily by exogenous con- 
trols.” But as a picture either of the child or of the tutoring of desire it 
‘oversimplifies and misrepresents more interesting things Aristotle has 
to say about both, First, as we shall see, though the child's reasons will 
be borrowed in varying degrees from outside, they will also be gener- 
ated internally by the chikf's own perceptions, beliefs, and feelings. 
These, in dialogue with the beliefs of an experienced adult, will shape 
desire and emotion, Second, leaving aside the source of reasons and 
reasoning, the notion of desire co-operating with reason is at best 
vague, and needs to be filled in by a more precise account of exactly 
how cognitive elements inform desires and emotions, and how habitu- 
ation is involved in this process. Without some answers to these ques- 
tions, we can hardly begin to understand the process of educating 
character. 


3. The Inappropriateness of Harsh Sanctions 


We shall be filing out the picture, but first it is worth making some 
negative remarks that will delimit the account. The educational process 
does not seem to be, on Aristotle's account, one that is particularly 
harsh or coereive. This is not to deny that the threat of punishment 
will have a place, just as will the use of external rewards and positive 
reinforcement. These will be present, most obviously in the form of 
praise and blame, and in the reactive attitudes of parents. Rather, the 
intention is to distinguish such gentle methods of external sanction. 
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from those which are excessively coercive or severe and which bypass 
altogether the engagement of reason, The latter, too, will have a place 
in the city, as methods of deterrence and reform for likely and actual 
offenders. But they will be restricted to those who are insensitive to 
reason, who because of a life pursuant of brutish pleasures require 
brutish methods of constraint (1179627-9, 1179623, 1180212). The 
child is excluded from this camp, not only on the grounds that he is 
not yet fully responsible and hence fully culpable, but on the grounds 
that his reason, though undeveloped, is not corrupted or incapable of 
response. He is educable, and if properly brought up, can be moved 
by argument 


‘And argument and teaching surely do not influence everyone, but eather 
the soul of the listener must be cultivated beforehand by means of habits 
for loving and hating finely, juts like earth that is to nourish the seed. For 
the individual whose life is governed by passion will not even listen to an. 
argument that dissuades him nor even understand it; for how can we ever 
persuade such an individual to change his ways? And in general, passion. 
seems to yield not to argument, but to force. (179b24-31; tr. Irwin) 


‘The key is thus early training. As such, the picture is as it should be, 
forward-looking—of a child who will some day more fully understand 
and reason; of an education that, as Aristotle says in the Politics, is 
"with a view towards the next stages" and "which allows us to pursue. 
through it many other kinds of learning” (1338a39~41); of a life that 
can be spoken of as happy, on the expectation (dia ten elpida) that 
the child will some day have both the intrinsic and the extrinsic goods 
necessary for happiness (NE 110021-4). 

In this regard, though Aristotle says ethical immaturity can occur at 
any chronological age (109525), he must view as significantly different 
the way we treat such immaturity in the young and in those in their 
prime. For those who have already been corruptex by a life of pleasure 
and immoderate feeling, rational persuasion and dialogue are no 
longer viable means of effecting reform. For the young, though they 
naturally Veer toward excess and immodleration, the aim of education 
is to ensure that reason and argument have sway. 


4. The Intentionality of Emotions 


A comprehensive account of the acquisition of Aristotelian virtue. 
would require going through the full range of virtues implicit in good- 
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ness, and saying something about what the subconstituents of each 
virtue are and! how they might be acquired, e g. for courage, how fear 
must be felt but confronted, the sorts of circumstances and beliefs ap- 
propriate to the right response, exposure to which might cultivate that 
response. Different emotions will be involved in different virtues, and. 
different circumstances will be appropriate for the exercise of each 
‘The opportunities and resources for cultivating one virtue need not 
coincide with the opportunities for cultivating another, Some emotions 
might be more resistant to reform than others, and some vices more 
blameworthy (1119422-32). Though Aristotle himself undertakes this 
sort of extensive accounting of the virtues, 1 cannot go through it in 
detail. Rather, what I wish to do is to consider virtue in a general way as 
a complex of capacities—perceptual, affective, and deliberative—and 
suggest how these capacities are cultivated. 

{ shall begin with the training of the emotional or affective capacities. 
Virtue, on Aristotle's view, is a mode of affect and conduct. To be gener- 
‘ous is to choose to give assistance to those who merit it without undue 
internal noise or resistant inclination. Both correct judgement and cor- 
rect feeling are required. Though Aristotle does not insist, as some 
have, that the child's initial stance to the world is egoistic (indeed a 
child may be endowed with considerable "natural virtue, 1144b3-5), 
he does hokl the uncontroversial view that virtue without wisdom can. 
be blind (1144610), just as unbridled passion can interfere with the 
pursuit of chosen ends. Kindness towards the wrong persons can be 
harmful, just as uncontrolled fear can stand in the way of facing the 
challenges and risks necessary for pursuing desired ends. There is a 
certain urgency about moderating emotions and directing them 
towards the right objects: "Hence we ought to have been brought up, 
from our very youth, as Plato says, to find pleasure and pain as it is 
appropriate. For this is ight education’ (1104b11-13; cf. 1105467). 

But to appreciate the urgency shaping emotions is not to say how or. 
in what way to effect the change. I want to argue that Aristotle's explicit 
theory of emotion as intentional or cognitive provides us with a clue: 
emotions will be educated, in part, through their constitutive beliefs 
amd perceptions. ating the dispositional capacities to feel fear, 
anger, goodwill, compassion, or pity appropriately will be bound up 
with learning how to discern the circumstances that warrant these re- 
sponses. Non-accidentally hitting the mean in our affective response, 
ie. getting right the degree and nuance of the reaction, and in general 
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its inflection, would be inconceivable apart from some constitutive ap- 
praisal which informed it, however implicit that appraisal might be. 

Granted, appropriately directed emotion may still lack the univocal 
and unconflicting voice that Aristotle requires of mature virtue. My pity 
for the homeless may betray a certain arrogance about my own good 
fortune, and my goodwill may have to fight 10 conquer less noble de- 
sires. To the extent that I struggle against what 1 view to be recalcitrant 
desires, my virtue is still only a kind of control or continence (egkra- 
tei) and falls short of the more thoroughgoing harmony that the so“ 
phron or truly temperate person exhibits. This is a reminder of what 
tall order Aristotelian virtue may be. But it does not compromise the 
claim that the training towards that end is none the less a process in 
which desire is informed through the formation of belief 

We can take as background to this claim Aristotle's insistence, in 
various key places, on the central human desire to perceive and dis- 
criminate difference. This is explicit in the opening remarks of the 
Metaphysics: 


All human beings desire to know Jeidenail by nature. And evidence of 
this is the pleasure that we take in our senses, for even apart from their 
Usefulness they are enjoyed for theie own sake, and above all others, the 
sense of eyesight. .. . For this more than the other senses enables us to 
know (gnörtzein] and brings to light many distinctions. (9820-7) 


‘These remarks, conjoined with parallel remarks in Poet. IV, make it 
explicit that critical activity and its enjoyment characterize all stages of 
development. At the early stages” discriminatory activity will often t 
the form of mimesis. The latter is roughly understood to mean our 
notions of imitation and representation and impli 
ing to identify actual object and events through familiarity with repre- 
sentations and enactments of them: 


here a way of com: 


It seems in general that the origin of poctry has rio causes, and 
these have to do with human nature. For imitating is natural to human 
kind from childhood up and human beings differ from animals in this, 
that they are the most imitative of ereatures and learn first through imita- 
tion, And itis also a part of human nature that they all delight in imitative 
work [of others]. And a sign ofthis is what happens in actual practice. For 
though objects themselves may be painful to see, we enjoy secing the 
most detailed representations of them, for example, forms of the least 
distinguished of animals and of corpses. And the reason for this delight 
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that leaming [manibanein is the greatest of pleasures, not only for 
philosophers, but also for all others as well, to whatever extent they may 
share in the capacity. And i is for this reason that they delight in seeing 
representations. For it turns out that in seeing they leam and figure out 
Iullogizestbai] what each thing is, for example, that this is a that. . 
(Poet. 4484-17; c. Kb. 1371b4-10) 


Intellectual delight, here, seems to hang on making a discovery, on 
coming to understand or actively puzzle out (sullogézesthat) what is 
not yet familiar in terms of what is. This is a that" is, within the mimetic 
mode, a classification of actual characters, ways of acting and feeling, 
features of circumstances, etc., through familiarity with some repre- 
sented form. Within the ethical sphere, "to figure out that this is a 
that” is again a matter of broadening one's inductive base, of the 
learner sizing up situations in terms of past experience plus some imag- 
inative and affective feel for how it is related to what is at hand. lt is 
significant that Aristotle describes this process as sullogizesthal. It is 
itself a kind of critical activity which, in the case of action, precedes the 
practical inference (sullogismos or deliberation) about what to do. As 
we have describes it in earlier chapters, it involves a discerning of the 
particulars, a reading of the situation in terms of salient considerations, 
As such itis a reasoning that is non-procedural; it is a “figuring out" by 
“improvising” (1106615), by remaining close to and affected by the 
concrete details 

‘The discrimination of ethical relevance will ground affective re- 
sponses. By tutoring the chikf's vision of the world, by insteucting him. 
10 attend to these features rather than those, desires become focused. 
and controlled in specific ways. 

These remarks rely heavily on the account of the emotions in the 
Rbetoríc. As V have hinted, what Aristotle outlines there is an inten- 
tional theory in which passions are viewed not as blind promptings and 
Ungings that merely happen to us, but rather as selective responses 10 
articulated features of our environment. This same sort of selectivity 
characterizes, on Aristotle's view, the appetites of both humans and 
animals. The agent moved by thirst or hunger responds cognitively to 
those features of the environment which can satisfy that need. More- 
over, the need itself comes to be more specific and particular as it 
focuses on some apparent good. In this way, then, desires "are pre- 
pared” by cognition." They display an intentional character in so far as 
they are directed at features of situations which an agent regards in a 
certain light 
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The intentional theory of emotion in the Rbetoric falls within the 
general aim of that book, which is to familiarize the orator with the 
sorts of beliefs that typically accompany the different emotions. The 
claim is that the orator will be effective in arousing emotions if he can 
bring his listeners to the appropriate beliefs. To this end, he will need 
to know the dispositions associated with the different emotions (pos 
diakemenoty, their typical objects (tisin), and the sorts of circum- 
stances and occasions in which they are typically manifest (epí poiois, 
13784224), So, for example, if anger is to be aroused against an oppo- 
nent in court, the orator must persuade his hearer that his client has 
suffered gratuitously at the hands of that party. By manipulating belief 
and perception in this way, the rhetorician hopes to provoke a specific 
emotional response against a specific individual. 

Within Aristotle’s analysis, however, beliefs, perceptions, and phan- 
tasiai or imaginings" are not merely causes of emotion, but partial 
constituents, The definition of anger illustrates this, “Anger is a desire 
Jorexis} accompanied by pain towards the revenge of what one regards 
as a slight [phainomenen oligorian| towards oneself or one's friends 
that is unwarranted” (Rh. 1378430-2). Here it is clear that while emo- 
tions are expressed as feelings involving pleasure or pain," these fe 
ings are not identifiable independent of their relation to specific 
appraisals, perceptions, or beliefs constitutive of the emotion 

In addition to reactive beliefs, beliefs (and desires) about acting on 
an emotion will often figure in the definition and may occasion a dis- 
tinct set of derivative feelings. Anger will thus include a consequent 
desire for revenge, the prospect phantasia) of which yields pleasure 
(Rh, 1378b1-2; cf. 137061, 1370629). Aristotle suggests that it is often 
such constitutive beliefs about goals that demarcate otherwise similar 
‘emotional responses. Spite and hubris (epereasmos, bubris), for exam- 
ple, are forms of slighting that fall under the general definition of "an 
actively held belief [energeía daxés| about someone who appears to. 
be of itle worth” (1378b11); they become distinguished, however, by 
their goals: spite aims at thwarting another's wishes without specific 
advantage to oneself (1378b18-20) while hubris aims at enhancing 
one's self-image by proving oneself, through such slights, to be supe- 
rior and more powerful (1378627 ff.) 


5. Learning to See Aright 


‘The above remarks about the cognitive content of emotions have sig- 
nificant consequences for the account of ethical education, Though 
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Aristotle does not fully elaborate upon these in the text, we can allow 
‘ourselves to extrapolate in a way that is consistent with its spirit 

We should begin by asking how the perceptions and appraisals con- 
stitutive of emotions, and ultimately of moral responses, become re- 
fined. The parent, like the orator, is in the position of persuading, He 
or she makes prescriptions to the child and the child listens out of a 
complex set of desires (love of parents, the desire to imitate, fear of 
punishment, hope of reward, etc). But the parent aims not simply to 
affect specific actions or desires; e.g. to thwart greed, 10 encourage 
compassion, to temper anger. Rather, part of what the parent tries to. 
do is to bring the child 10 see the particular circumstances that here 
and now make certain emotions appropriate. The parent helps the 
child to compose the scene in the right way. This will involve persuad- 
ing the child that the situation at hand is to be construed in this way 
rather than that, that what the child took to be a deliberate assault and 
cause for anger was really only an accident, that the laughter and smiles 
which annoy were intended as signs of delight rather than of teasing, 
that a particular distribution, though painful to endure, is in fact fair— 
that if one looked at the situation from the point of view of the others 
involved, one woukl come to that conclusion. 

These examples illustrate that the child is not an empty box in which 
beliefs are instilled, but an individual who has, to a greater or lesser 
degree, already formed certain construals and judgements, which be- 
come adjusted and revised through interaction with an adult, Educa- 
tion is thus a matter of bringing the child to more critical 
discriminations. The Aristotelian presupposition is that the ability to 
discriminate is already there and in evidence, as is an interest and de- 
light in improvement. What is required is a shifting of beliefs and per- 
spectives through the guidance of an outside instructor. Such guidance 
cannot merely be a matter of bringing the child to sce this way now, 
but of providing some sort of continuous and consistent instruction 
which will allow for the formation of patterns and trends in what the 
child notices and sees, 

This emphasis on the internal process must be central to education 
in a way that it remains at best peripheral to rhetoric. Though the edu- 
cator persuades and exhorts, the goal is not to manipulate beliefs and 
‘emotions—to influence an outcome here and now—but to prepare 
the learner for eventually arriving at competent judgements and reac- 
tions on his own. Any method which secures rational obedience must 
at the same time encourage the child's own development. This implies. 
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that the child borrows the eyes of wisdom (1144b10-12), ‘listens to 
the words of elders and of the more experienced’ (1143b 11-13), not 
passively but in a way that actively engages his own critical capacities, 

Accordingly, Aristotle would probably object 10 the practice of the 
parent who says, “Do this, don't do that" without further descriptions 
‘or explanations. The child can legitimately ask "why," and some de- 
scription and explanation will be in order, What is required is some 
dialogue and verbal exchange about what one sees (and feels) and 
should see (and feel); in other words, actual descriptions which articu- 
late a way of perceiving the situation and which put into play the rele- 
vant concepts, considerations and emotions (see Pol, 1253312). I take 
something like this to be a part of the sort of reasoned “admonition” 
and “exhortation” by which parents guide children (NE 1. 13, 1102b33~ 
1103a1)." It seems to be an essential part of how we train sensitive 
discernment of the particulars. Within this Aristotle can no doubt say, 
as we do, that there are many proscriptions that the child cannot un- 
derstand until later and many partial explanations that will have 10 suf- 
fice until then. Nothing I have said would require a claim to the 
contrary, The point is the much more modest one: that emotions can- 
not be shaped without some simultaneous cultivation of discriminatory 
abilities, This is included as a part of habituation. It is a part of coming 
to have the right pleasures and pains 

Perhaps more than Aristotle suggests, we should not assume that the 
direction of exchange flows solely from parent to child, for the child's 
vision may sometimes instruct the adult's. What the child sees so 
clearly and compellingly may be obfuscated in the adult by more tu. 
tored and abstract perceptions. In particular, the chikf's emotional vul- 
nerability may make him alive to concerns the adult only inadequately 
or too dispassionately notices. Thus Aristotle himself remarks in the 
Rhetoric that youth often “prefer to do what is fine over what is advan- 
tageous, for they live more by their characters and emotions [etbei] 
than by reasoning and calculation [ogísmóf]" (1389432-5) 

And so itis often the child who sees through his emotions, and who 
can attend to others in a way that is intense and empathic." The child's 
‚example is an instructive reminder that we as adults may be at peril of 
losing our emotions, of over intellectualizing them, of so protecting 
them that they become robbed of their spontaneity and candour, It 
suggests that there is something to be preserved in the child's emo- 
tional vulnerability, some (natural) virtue in the child’s intense emo- 
tional responses that efforts at moderation must not eradicate. 
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There is good reason to believe Aristotle would applaud educational 
eilorts that respected this resource. We have just noted a suggestion. 
from the Rhetoric in this direction. In a passage which followed on the 
‘one quoted, the claim is more direct. Here Aristotle contends that the 
elderly no longer live by their emotions, that, hardened by life's misfor- 
tunes, they have made themselves invulnerable: "And they neither can 
love intensely or hate intensely, but as proposed by Bias, they both 
love as though they are about to hate, and hate as though they are 
about to love" (1389b23-5). This is clearly not meant as praise, but as 
a stern warning against what can happen when we stray too far from 
more candid, less protected responses. Virtuous activity falls short if, 
in the end, it disregards the passions, if behaviour falls to evidence the 
proper feelings and sentiments in addition 10 the proper actions and 
beliefs 


6. Learning to Make Choices 


We have been focusing on the development of emotions and the role 
of perception and belief in this process. The training of the non-rational 
part thus has an essential cognitive dimension. But in what sense is the 
rational part itself cultivated? In what sense do deliberative capacities 
become trained? As we said earlier, the child is, on Aristote's view, 
incapable of the sort of reasoned choices, or prohaireseis, that charac- 
terize mature virtue. This, however, will not bar the child from all delib- 
eration, The child is capable of voluntary choices which may require a 
certain level of simple means-end reasoning and specification of ends. 
‘Also, to the extent that realization of an end requires various steps, the 
end may set up a certain agenda to be achieved in time. But what the 
child is excluded from—at least the child whose deliberative capacities. 
are still quite immature—is the sort of “all things considered" judge- 
ment that comes with prohairetic reasoning, This will include an evalu- 
ation of alternative means as well as an assessment of ends in the light. 
‘of other ends which might take priority. It is to judge an action best, 
given an agent’s overall objectives and beliefs. This may further entail 
a revamping of acquired ends, in the light of considerations of fit and 
specific convictions. Now it seems eminently reasonable to assume that 
a child's rational capacities are not yet ready for this level of delibera- 
tion. As Aristotle conceives such deliberation, it shares much in com- 
mon with the dialectical reasoning characteristic of the mature student 
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‘engaged in justifying an account of good living." Still if as I have con 
tended, we need to make some sense of a transition to full rationality, 
then there must be a time when, in the more mature youth, these 
rational capacities are cultivated 

In a complete scheme, experience in this more complex sort of 
choice-making will constitute a later stage of development. I will pre- 
cede the emergence of mature virtue and presuppose the sort of sensi- 
tive judgement and emotional response of the person who has been 
trained to notice the circumstances of moral action. But this isto recog: 
nize that even at the more intermediate stages of becoming virtuous, 
the learner does not simply perform some action-type, as one perhaps 
does in developing a skill, but reacts to the circumstances, and then 
decides how to act. This is itself part of making voluntary, intentional 
choices. There is judgement and decision, even if not reflective evalua- 
tion (oF justification) of the choice. To gain practice in the relevant 
actions is to come to work out, with appropriate guidance and models, 
what to do, For the more mature youth whose deliberative capacities 
are actively developing, the choice will be rellective and subject to ra- 
tional justification. It will take into account the more complex and com- 
peting factors that need to be weighed in the balance, and represent a 
Judgement as to what is best in the light of these varied factors, Practice. 
in action is eventually, at the later stages, practice in choice-making of 
this sort. 

But here it is important to remember that for full virtue, Aristotle 
requires not merely that actions be "chosen" in the above sense, but 
that they be chosen for their own sakes. Thus, in a passage in NF I 4, 
Aristotle notes that there are three conditions of mature virtue: first, 
the virtuous agent must act knowingly; second, he must choose vinu- 
‘ous acts and choose them for their own sakes (probairoumenos di” 
auta), and third, he must act from a firm and unchanging character 
(11054304). 1 wish to focus on the second condition. Virtuous actions 
have, in some important sense, external ends. Generosity aims at allevi- 
ating need, temperance aims at health, battlefield courage aims at vic- 
tory and, perhaps ultimately, peace. The actions are ameliorative and 
aim at certain external conditions which are valued within a human life 
But, as Aristotle implies above, to be fully virtuous is not simply to 
choose actions which will tend to promote those ends. In addition, and. 
perhaps more importantly, it is to find the actions which promote 
these ends, themselves valuable. Thus, while the actions derive their 
original value from external ends, in time it is the actions themselves 
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that come to be valued. They come to constitute their own ends. To 
act of the sake of the fine is just this: to value the actions which express 
virtue, even if these actions do not ultimately achieve their planned 
goals. From the point of view of cultivating virtue, the claim is that 
learning virtue is more than learning balanced deliberation, more than 
learning how to make certain general ends, such as peace and welfare, 
one's target. In addition, itis learning to value the actions which realize 
these ends, and the sort of person who reliably performs them. This, it 
is Aristotle's claim, cannot be learned apart from actual practice in virtu- 
‘ous action. 


7. Habituation as Critical Practice 


With these considerations as background, we are now in a position to 
interpret Aristotle’s more explicit and well-known remarks about habit- 
uation, Character, on Aristotle's view, is the acquisition of states (Pex- 
eis) through habituation (etbismos). The process of habituation 
involves essentially practice and repetition: 


Now character [étbos], as he word itself indicates, 1 that which is devel 
‘oped from habit [edhos]; and anything is habituated which, as a result of 
Roklance which is not innate, through being changed a certain way re- 
peatedly [pollakis|, is eventually capable of acting in that way (EF 
1220439-b3, tr. Woods; cf Pol 1332b1 M1)" 


As Aristotle says more simply in the Rhetoric: "Acts are done from habit 
because individuals have done them many times before" (136966). 
Through repetition an acquired capacity becomes almost natural, or 
second nature: "For as soon as a thing becomes habituated it is virtu- 
ally natural. For habit is similar to nature. For what happens often is 
akin to what happens always, natural events happening always, habitual. 
events being frequent and repeated” (Rb. 137046; cf. Mem. 452a27). 
Excellence of character or virtue, according to the above picture, is 
contrasted with abilities (dunameís) which are innate, which cannot 
be changed through habituation (EF 12204, NE 110320-3) and 
which exist prior to rather than consequent upon practice. This obvi- 
ously does not entail that virtue will be independent of antecedent 
affective and cognitive capacities (110326-32). The point is rather that 
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these are merely indeterminate capacities, not latent dunameis for 
virtue. 

Character states thus arise through the sorts of activities that are 
involved in their exercise. This is the explicit point of a celebrated, 
though insufficiently analysed, passage from the Nicomachean Ethics: 


We acquire the virtues by fist acting just as we do in the case of acquiring. 
crafts. For we learn a craft by making the products which we must make 
‘once we have learned the craft, for example, by buikling, we become 
builders, by playing the tyre, lyre players. And so too we become just by 
doing just actions, and temperate by doing temperate actions and brave 
by brave actions ... and in a word, states of character are formed out of 
corresponding acts. (1103a31-b21; cf. 105214, EF 1220432) 


But to say that we become just by doing just actions is to abbreviate a. 
whole series of steps. As we have seen, action presupposes the discrim- 
ination of a situation as requiring a response, reactive emotions that 
mark that response, and desires and beliefs about how and for the sake 
of what ends one should act. We misconstrue Aristotle's notion of ac- 
tion producing character if we isolate the exterior moment of action 
from the interior cognitive and affective moments which characterize 
even the beginner's ethical behaviour. 

These remarks prepare us for an understanding of the notion of rep- 
tition implicit in Aristotle's conception of habituation. Aristotle would 
clearly agree with the old saw that “practice makes perfect,"* that we 
become better at something by doing it repeatedly and persistently 
But what is the real content of this sort of phrase? For one thing, to 
repeat cannot really mean to do the same action over and over again 
Various considerations are pertinent here. First, as we said above, there 
is no external husk of all ust actions that we can isolate and repeatedly 
practice. Any just action will be contextually defined and will vary con- 
siderably, in terms of judgement, emotion, and behaviour, from other 
Just actions. It would be absurd to demand (and certainly run counter 
to the spirit of Aristotle's inquiry) some extractable piece of behaviour, 
training in which could form character. 

Second, even if we take up the more straightforward case of practis- 
ing a skill where there is some isolatable sequence of steps, repetition 
of that sequence cannot involve doing the same action, if by that is. 
meant doing just what one did before. For repeating in that way seems 
to ensure that one will stay in a rut, do the same thing over and over 
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again (mistakes included), rather than show improvement or progress. 
Indeed, it seems to make progress impossible. 

‘A more plausible conception of repeating the same action, again 
within the simplified skill analogy, will involve trying to approximate 
some ideal action type that has been set as one's goal. Learning 
through repetition will be then a matter of successive trials that vary 
from one another as they approach this ideal way of acting, In each. 
successive attempt, constant awareness of the goal is crucial, just as 
measuring how nearly one has reached it or by how much one has 
fallen short is important for the next trial. The practice is more a re- 
fine ment of actions through successive trials than a sheer mechanical 
repetition of any one action. 

On this view, then, practice achieves progress to the extent that rep- 
etition is critical. Whether the states to be acquired be primarily physi- 
cal, intellectual, or emotional, and concerning fechné or character, the 
rehearsal requisite for acquiring them must involve the employment of 
critical capacities, such as attending 10 a goal, recognizing mistakes and 
learning from them, understanding instructions, following tips and 
‘cues, working out how to adapt a model’s example to one's own behav- 
tou 

In the case of virtue, the practice of actions will obviously be more 
complex. Virtuous action, as we have said, will combine a judgement 
of circumstances, reactive emotions, and some level of decision about 
how to act. Here too the learner will follow the examples of emulated 
models, and may have in mind general precepts and rules of thumb, 
Following models and bringing to mind the appropriate precepts will 
in itself require cognitive skills. But these alone will be insufficient with- 
‘out the sort of imagination and sensitivity requisite for knowing how a 
type of action and dispositional response translate to the situation at 
hand. Becoming sensitive to the circumstances in which action is called 
for as well as flexible in one’s conception of the requirements of a 
precept is all part of practising virtuous action. 

The notion of critical practice is already implicit in Aristotle's discus- 
sion of habituation at NE IL 1. We learn how to play the lyre, he says, 
by practising not merely with persistence, but with an eye toward how 
the expert plays and with attention to how our performance measures 
against that model. Without the instructions and monitoring of a reli- 
able teacher, a student can just as easily become a bad lyre player as a 
good one: 
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Again, just as in the case of the crafts, the same causes and means that 
produce each virtue also destroy it. For playing the Iyre produces both 
‘Rood and bad Iyre players. And analogously, this is so for builders and all 
the rest; for buikding well makes good builders while building poorly 
makes bad builders. For if this were not so there would be need of no 
teacher. (110307-12; cf. 1104227, 110514, EF 1220232) 


At issue here is how we make determinate more indeterminate capaci- 
ties and actions. Since the capacities are not latent excellences, a 
teacher must be on hand to direct the progress. (This falls within Aris- 
totle’s general theory of dunameis at Meta. IX. 2 and 5 in which ratio- 
nal capacities—understood broadly as those which are not physical and 
as such do not have fixed ends—can produce contrary ends or effects, 
To produce one effect rather than another, desire or rational choice 
must guide the exercise of the capacity; Meta. 1046b1 IT., 104828-12.) 
In the case of virtue, unlike skill, it is more difficult to speak of a neutral 
action which is at once the means for virtuous or vicious action. The. 
action cannot be separated from its end in this way." Even so, occa- 
sions may be viewed in some sense as neutral, as being opportunities 
either for the development of a particular virtue or for its ruin, just as 
more basic abilities or dispositions can. So, Aristotle continues, just as 
danger is a moment for cowardice or bravery (NE 1103b16), so appe- 
tites and anger are at once the basis for temperance and gentleness or 
for indulgence and irascibility. The role of the tutor in helping us 10 
see and respond aright is even more urgent here. 

There are further sources of evidence in Aristotle's writing that sup- 
port a critical conception of practice. The first requires looking again 
to the example of fechne and to Aristotle's belief that to have techne is. 
to have a skill that its possessor can teach to others. The claim now is 
not that beginners must have teachers, but that anyone who has suffi- 
ciently learned a skill must himself be (capable of being) a teacher of 
it. Thus, Aristotle argues that possessing fechne differs from the posses- 
sion of less systematic experience (Meta, 98167-10), just as for Plato it 
differed from the possession of a mere knack." 

‘The capacity to formulate and teach a skill might thus require pre- 
cisely defined procedural rules, or, what is pedagogically more plausi- 
ble, a looser set of critical cues and hints as ro how to proceed at each 
stage? Though we would probably want to distance ourselves from 
Aristotle here and argue that even the latter condition is too strong a 
requirement for possessing a fechné, its inclusion is still indirect evi- 
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dence for the view that practice involves an awareness of what one is 
doing; for in order to teach others one must be aware of how one 
achieves certain ends. That awareness is deepened in the novice by 
attentiveness to the cues and comments of the expert, and in the ex- 
pert, by the very process of formulating what one understands more 
implicitly 

Ethical action will not, of course, be procedural (NE 1140b22-5; cf. 
1105a28-b4). Accordingly, cues and tips will not be expressive of some 
more systematic, longhand rules that a teacher can pass on to others. 
Even so, explicit teaching must take place, as we have argued above; 
but what is passed on will be ways of reacting, seeing, and understand- 
ing which will aim at establishing enduring patterns of action. 

Significantly, Aristotle’s views about musical education (Pol. VIII) 
support the same general picture of critical practice. Though we cannot 
address here, in any detail, the complex issues of ancient music or 
chronicle its time-honoured place in traditional paideia,# a few brief 
remarks should shed some light on the way in which music figures in 
Aristotle’s own account. Training in music involves essentially, for Aris- 
totle as for Plato, a mimetic enactment of poetry, song, and dance, 
(Thus the Greek term mousike is only imprecisely translated by our 
term "music.") The performance is typically with accompaniment on 
Iyre or aulos and is set to specific, highly conventionalized musical 
modes (barmoníat) meant to "express" the character or mood of the 
individuals depicted in the poetic text. Hence the modes are said by 
Aristotle to be ethical (i.e. to convey character). And the learner's mi- 
‘metic enactment of them (through performance) is a way of coming to 
feel from the inside the relevant qualities of character and emotion. It 
is an emulative and empathetic kind of identification, Together with 
the positive reinforcement that comes from pleasure music naturally 
gives, the mimetic enactment will constitute an habituation, an etb- 
dsmos: 


And since music happens to be a kind of pleasure, and virtue is concerned 
with proper enjoyment and loving and hating rightly, it s clear that there 
is nothing more necessary to learn and to become habituated in [sunetb- 
‘zesthat| than judging rightly and delighting in good characters and fine 
actions. Rhythm and melody provide keen likenesses of anger and gentle- 
ness, and also of courage and temperance and of all the opposites of 
these and of all the other states of character. (This is clear from expert 
ence. For in listening to such music, our souls undergo a change.) And. 
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becoming habituated to feeling pain and delight in likenesses is lose 
to feeling the same way towards the things that are their models. (Pol, 
1340215-28) 


The idea, then, is that music provides the child with exemplars of char- 
acter, and allows the child to feel “from within” what the emotions and 
actions of such characters are like. All this is complex and needs a fuller 
account within a theory of mimetic education. What I wish to stress 
here is Aristotle's own insistence that mimetic education requires not 
merely that the child cultivate the mimetic powers of an audience, but 
that the child be trained as a performer, as someone who himself must 
act and practise (Pol. VIII, 6, esp. 1340620-134115). And this, Aristotle 
insists, is precisely because those who are to judge and delight cor- 
rectly (krinein kat chairein ortbós) in fine actions and characters must 
practise such actions themselves, making the sorts of judgements and 
coming to have the sorts of emotional responses that are appropriate 
to the characters. Thus, Aristotle says, “it is impossible or at least diffi 
cult for those who do not themselves perform to be good judges of 
others” (1340b24-5). His principal point is not that they will be bad 
‘aesthetic critics. That may be true too. What he means, rather, is that 
they will be inadequately prepared to judge ethical character, in litera- 
ture and in real life. For they will not have leamed first hand, through 
their own critical attempts at mimesis, what sorts of emotions and re- 
sponses characterize different sorts of states. 


8. The Pleasure Intrinsic to Practice 


Additional direct and compelling evidence for the notion of critical 
practice comes from Aristotle's remarks about the relation of practice 
to the pleasure consequent upon it. On Aristotle’s view, practice would 
be neither necessary nor sufficient for acquiring states and abilities if i 
did not yield derivative pleasures. Fo the pleasure proper to a 
particular activity that impels us to perform that activity the next time. 
with greater discrimination and precision. 


For the pleasure proper to an activity increases that activity. For those 
ho perform their activities with pleasure judge better and discern with 
greater precision each thing, e.g. those finding pleasure in geometry be- 
come geometers, and understand the subject-matter better, and similarly 
also, lovers of music, lovers of building and so on, make progress [epidt- 
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doasin| in theie appropriate function when they enjoy it. (1175a29-35; 
c. 1175236-b24, 175b13-15, 110543-7) 


Conversely, the pain derivative upon an activity impedes progress, just 
as alien pleasures from other activities distract from an appreciation of 
the activity at hand (1075b16-25). 

More precisely, upon what does this pleasure depend? On the inter- 
pretation 1 shall offer, pleasure not only issues in but arises from dis- 
criminatory activity. The model I ascribe to Aristotle is thus that of a 
chain of activities which increase in discriminated complexity as well as 
in derivative pleasures. On this model practice yields pleasure to the 
extent 10 which practice itself is critical. And pleasure, in turn, yields 
further critical activity 

‘These claims require further examination of Aristotle's account of 
pleasure. According to a unified account of pleasure in NE VII and X, 
pleasure is the perfect actualization of a state or faculty of the soul in 
good condition exercised upon appropriate objects (117áblá- 
1175a2).^ It is activity that is unimpeded (1153415), that is, without the 
impediments either of a defective nature or of external goods inade 
quate for the full exercise of a state. Thus, the pleasure of seeing re 
quires both that che natural faculty of eyesight be in good condition 
and that it be exercised upon the finest perceptible objects (117415 
TT). Similarly, the pleasure which arises from virtuous activity (110453 
ff.) is the pleasure of realizing a virtuous state without either internal 
impediments (e. insufficient or conflicting motivation) or external ob- 
stacles. In this way, the pleasure of virtue falls under the general ac- 
count of the pleasure of excellent activity. 

But there is an immediate problem. On this general view, the plea- 
sure derived from a particular activity depends upon the capacities for 
that activity being well-developed and mature. Pleasure as perfect actu- 
alization requires a well-developed nature. But if this is so, then the 
account makes very puzzling the role of pleasure in learning virtue, For 
pleasure seems to arise only when a state is fully developed, and not 
when it is becoming so. 

‘One reply to this objection is that this account of pleasure is consis- 
tent with the motivational role of pleasure at 1175a29-b24 in the fol 
lowing restricted way: the progress the geometer makes when he 
experiences pleasure in his activity involves the realization of an already 
acquired state or capacity in more precise and complex ways. Genuine 
development and improvement are involved here, though not the sort 
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involved in initially acquiring a state* Progress in the sense of refine- 
ment of an already existent state seems to be what Aristotle has in mind. 
at 1172212-15 when he says virtuous persons become better (beltious) 
through the company of virtuous friends. Although the virtuous person 
has already acquired a stable and firm character, that character is capa- 
ble of further development and improvement through the activities of 
friendship. 

But can pleasure attach to a broader notion of development, in par- 
ticular one which includes the acquisition and habituation of states, 
such as virtue? If so, pleasure would arise not only from the exercise of 
developed capacities and states upon appropriate objects, but from the 
activity or practice which constitutes their development, Such pleasure 
derivative upon practice would be the pleasure of an imperfect actual- 
ization, imperfect not because of external impediments (though these 
might exist), but because of an imperfect state. 

A preliminary answer to the above questions depends upon how we 
understand imperfect. On Aristotle’s view a state or capacity may be 
defective in several ways. The state or capacity might be impaired tem- 
porarily, as in the case of an individual for whom sweet things taste 
bitter because of a cold; or impaired permanently, either because of 
some natural shortcoming, as in the case of those whose reason will 
always lack authority, or because of an irreversible illness, as in the case 
of those who cannot see in the light because of opthalmia; or impaired 
because it is not yet fully developed, as in the case of the (male) child. 
In this last case, although an individual's activities are imperfect, with 
the right opportunities and objects they can come to approximate the 
full potentialities of the species. The pleasure of this imperfect actual 
ization is a real pleasure, that is, a pleasure specific to the capacities of 
a human being, though a pleasure lesser in degree than that of the. 
most perfect actualization, 

Aristotle raises the notion of degrees of pleasure in NE X. 4 


Hence for each faculty the best activity is the activity of the subject in the 
best condition in relation 10 the best object of the faculty. This activity 
will also be the most complete and the pleasantest. For every faculty of 
perception, and every sort of thought and study, has its pleasure; the 
pleasantest activity is the most complete; and the most complete is the 
activity of the subject in good condition in relation to the most excellent 
object of the faculty. (1174b18-24; tr Irwin) 
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Exercise of the perceptual and critical faculties appears to admit of 
degrees. The more complete the actualization, the pleasanter the activ- 
ity. But within that continuum, even the learner gains pleasure from 
the exercise of his abilities. The point is reminiscent of Aristotle's com- 
ment in Poet, IV, discussed earlier, that learning is pleasant not only to 
the philosopher but to all, whatever their capacity for it 

‘Our earlier problem still seems to remain, however: Aristotle's exam- 
ple at NE 1174b20 is of the individual who comes to use his perceptual 
faculties in more and more discriminating ways. Yet according to 
1103a26-31, perceptual capacities, unlike states of virtue, exist ante- 
cedent to practice. Consequently, the pleasures derivative upon such 
activity do not refer to the process of habituation or acquisition, but 
‘once again to the process of actualizing an already existent state, 

But does Aristote ever relax the distinction between activities that 
engender states and activities that actualize states that are already 
formed? I shall argue that in a limited sense, he does 

ALNE M. A, after outlining his doctrine of habituation as the acquisi- 
tion of states through corresponding actions, Aristotle raises the follow- 
ing puzzle familiar to readers of the Nicomachean Eibics: “The 
question might be asked, what we mean by saying that we must be- 
‚come just by doing just acts, and temperate by doing temperate acts; 
for if men do just and temperate acts, they are already just and tempe 
ate" (1105a17-20). His solution in Book It is precisely 10 differentiate 
habituating actions from actualizations. Both actions will concem the 
same sorts of circumstances and external requirements (1104428-b5), 
but the actions of the novice will lack the full structure of motives and 
reasons characteristic of the person who already has a stable character. 
(11052935), 

But in Meta. IX. 8 Aristotle offers a different solution to a related 
(though distinct) problem. Herc he describes a puzzle about the acqui- 
sition of craft knowledge: 


This is why it ts thought impossible 10 be a housebuikder if one has built 
nothing oca lyre player f one has never played the lyre; for the individual 
who learns to play the lyre learns to play by playing it, and similarly in the 
case of all other learners. And so arose the sophistical puzzle, that one 
who does not possess a knowledge will none the less be producing the 
object of that knowledge: for he who is leaming it does not possess it. 
But since, of that which is coming to be, some part must have come 10 
be, and, of that which in general is changing, some part must have 
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changed (this will be clear in the case of change) so, equally, the one who 
is learning must, it would seem, possess some part of the knowledge he 
is learning, (10492810502) 


The force of Aristotle's remarks is to show that the learner, even at the 
very beginning stages of his apprenticeship, is already acquiring some 
‘of what the expert has. And to the extent that he is, he will receive the 
pleasures consequent upon exercising those states. Though no one 
‘would seriously hold that the apprentice becomes an expert in an in- 
sant, Aristotle goes to some pains here to make explicit the general 
sort of incremental process that must be involved. 

Now the acquisition of craft knowledge, Aristotle insists, is distinct 
from the acquisition of character, so a solution to one sort of puzzle 
will not necessarily be a solution to another. Thus, shortly after Aris 
totle raises the ethical puzzle in NE II. 4, he distinguishes the case of 
the crafts and the virtues. 1 quote a passage to which we have already 
referred: 


But the case of the crafes and the virtues is not similar. For the products 
Cf the crafts have their goodness in themselves, so that it is enough that 
they should have a certain character when they are produced. But it is 
mot true that if acts in accordance with virtue have themselves a certain 
character they will be done justly or temperately. The one who does them 
must also be in the right state of character when he acts. First, he must 
act knowingly, second, he must choose the acts, choosing them for their 
‘own sakes, and third, he must act from a firm and unchanging character, 
Except for the knowing, these conditions are not required for possessing 
a craft. But in the case of the virtues, the knowing has litle or no weight, 
while the other two conditions count not for a lile, but for everything, 
(11058253) 


‘These remarks should serve to remind us once again of the limita- 
tions of Aristotle's own analogies between craft and virtue acquisition. 
The difference, Aristotle suggests here, is that acquiring an art, such as 
‘grammar, will be primarily a matter of internalizing certain procedural 
principles and producing a product that embodies that procedure (or 
knowledge). Virtue, on the other hand, will be a matter not of learning 
implicit procedures, but of having reliable motives, expressed in cho- 
sen actions which come to have intrinsic value. The actions will not be 
chosen by procedure, nor will what is brought about be valued apart 
from the actions which realize it. 
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Now habituating ethical action will not, at least at the early stages, 
meet these conditions. The learner's temperate actions may be 
rected at health, but the motive will neither be reliable nor the actions 
themselves chosen as a valued way of living. In a more dramatic way 
than in the case of the crafts, there may be qualitative differences be- 
tween what the learner and the expert possesses; the development 
may be less smooth or continuous. This seems to be so simply in virtue 
OF the fact that prohairetic capacities develop late. Even so, it can none 
the less be argued that what the learner does gain through habituating, 
actions is not something externally necessary to full virtue, but itself a 
part (albeit an imperfect or not fully developed part) of what virtue is. 
"To become aware of the circumstances necessary for the specific vir- 
tues, and to begin to form the right sorts of emotional responses and 
decisions for action, is itself a part of having virtue. It is not simply 
preparation for virtue, but doing something of what virtue requires. It 
might be in this way that we can make sense of the idea of pleasure 
which comes with learning virtue: though the habituating action is not 
itself an exercise of a perfected state, it is none the less an exercise of 
a part of virtue, and yields pleasure to the extent to which it develops 
that part, (Perhaps the case of convalescence and its pleasures 
(LISib 14-21, 1152634 f£) provides a partial analogy for the pleasure 
of an imperfect character state. In both cases, some small pan or the 
person continues to exist —i.e. the healthy part or the part that has the 
potential to develop—the activity of which is the proper focus of the 
non-accidental pleasure of "getting better" or “developing,” In the 
case of virtue, pleasure increases as the character state develops.) 

This notion of degrees of pleasure? also offers the most natural read- 
ing of Aristotle's general view that moral habituation is the cultivation. 
of fine (or noble) pleasures and pains. As already quoted: "We need to 
be brought up, right from early youth, as Plato says, to find enjoyment 
and pain in the right things” (1104b1 1-13, cf. 1105a3-8). By this re 
mark, Aristotle might mean no more than that a student comes to 
enjoy the intrinsic pleasures of virtuous activity through essentially ex- 
ternal pleasures and pains; the association of virtue with reward, and 
vice with reproof and castigation, makes virtue derivatively pleasant 
and vice, painful. As suggested earlier, this will be a part of Aristotle's 
account (cf. 1104b16-18). In general, he argues, the difficulty of learn- 
ing Virtue requires that the process be sweetened in various ways. 
Music serves this instrumental role in early paideia because of its natu- 
ral pleasure and appeal for children (Pol. 1340615-19). In a somewhat 
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more complex way, the special affection children have for their parents 
makes the family a privileged and effective environment for ethical 
learning (NEI VIII. 12; 1180b3-12), 

But this conception of external pleasures and pains cannot exhaust 
Aristotle's notion of correct education. In addition there will be the 
intrinsic pleasure of approximating to virtue through action and emo. 
tion. Without some such notion, the idea of valuing virtuous action for 
its own sake would be curious indeed. 

To summarize, then, good character arises through the sorts of 
judgements, emotions, and actions which approximate to the virtuous 
person's behaviour. Practice takes place not in a vacuum, but in re- 
sponse to the requirements of highly concrete, practical situations. A 
by-product of this sort of habituation, or what 1 have dubbed critical 
practice, is a sense of pleasure which stimulates further growth. 

Aristotle's account, it should be obvious by now, is antithetical to any 
view which regards character as the maturation of internal capacities 
independent of significant interaction with the environment.” While 
Aristotle has a notion of natural virtues (Le. the innate proclivity in 
some towards temperance, justice, courage, etc.), these are isolated 
capacities, he insists, which do not imply the presence of the other 
virtues (1144b33- 114523), and which in the absence of proper habitua- 
tion and guidance can lead to considerable harm (1144b8- H4). 

Ve can confidently say at this point that Aristotle's account of habitu- 
ation extends well beyond the truism expressed in the phrase that "we 
learn by doing." At issue is bow we leam by doing, or, as Aristotle 
himself asks at the outset of the Eudemían Ethics, "how and by what 
sources does virtue arise?" This, he says, is the "most valuable" inquiry. 
(1216b10-22). The inquiry, as conducted by Aristotle, leads to a rich 
and lasting theory which has at its centre the related beliefs that learn- 
ing virtue is neither a mindless nor purely intellectual matter, and that. 
the process requires practical reason and emotion working in tandem 
throughout. 
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Being Properly Affected: Virtues and 
Feelings in Aristotle’s Ethics 


LA Kosman 


A moral virtue, or as we might say, a good state of character, is for 
Aristotle an established disposition for free and deliberate conduct of 
the right sort, a bexis,probairetike, as he puts it In providing an ac- 
count of the moral life in which the concept of a virtue or state of 
character is central, Aristotle reveals what is clear throughout the Btb- 
dcs: that he, like Plato, thinks of the question of moral philosophy as. 
not simply how 1 am to conduct myself in my life, but how I am to 
become the kind of person readily disposed so to conduct myself, the 
kind of person for whom proper conduct emanates characteristically 
from a fixed disposition. Of course the good life is a le of activity—a 
life, hat is, in which such dispositions are realized and not simply pos- 
sessed by persons of worth. Otherwise a perfectly desirable life might 
be spent asleep. But the good life is one whose activities are not simply 
in accord with the virtues but are the appropriate realizations of these 
virtues, and the virtues themselves are ready dispositions toward these 
activities, The good person is not simply one who behaves in a certain 
way, but one who behaves that way out of a certain character. 


When we recognize the Aristotelian virtues to be dispositions toward 
deliberate and proper human conduct, it becomes tempting to take 
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Aristotle to be thinking in terms of human action, of the virtues as fixed 
tendencies toward modes of praxis. But is that right? It is clear that no 
thoughtful reading of the Eibics can help but note the centrality of 
praxis in Aristotle's moral theory and its important connections to the 
other key notions in that theory—for example, responsibility, choice, 
and practical reasoning. But virtues are not in Aristotle’s view disposi- 
tions solely toward modes of acting. Throughout his discussion of the 
‘moral virtues, and particularly in his earliest account of them in Book 
2, Aristotle makes clear that the activities for which virtues are disposi- 
tions are of two sorts, actions and feclings, praxeis kai patbe. He rarely 
mentions virtue in Book 2 with respect to action alone, but rather in 
terms of this dual phrase. The first account of the notion of a disposi- 
tion with which moral virtue will be identified, indeed, is exclusively in. 
terms of feelings: kath’ bas pros ta patbe echomen eu e kakos.* So the 
virtues are dispositions toward feeling as well as acting. 

Acting and feeling are not simply two modes of human conduct 
among others. This can be seen if we use the older and more etymolog- 
ically parallel English renderings of Aristotle's praxis and pathos and 
describe the moral virtues as dispositions toward action and passion— 
toward characteristic modes of conduct, in other words, in which the 
Virtuous person acts and is acted upon is the moral subject, as it were, 
of active and passive verbs. 

A view of feclings and emotions as passions or affections—that is, as 
instances of a subject being acted upon, of an agent, so to speak, as 
patientis embedded in the very word which we translate by “feeling” 
or by “emotion,” the Greek word patbos. This word, like the verb 
‚paschein, of which itis a derivative form, has an earliest sense of what 
is experienced or undergone by way of misfortune or harm—what is, 
as we say, suffered—but comes subsequently, as with “suffer,” to have 
a general sense simply of what is experienced, a mode of a subject’s 
being acted upon. 

Insofar as Aristotle sees fear, anger, desire, pleasure, and pain as 
Pathe, as passions, he views what we would call feelings or emotions 
as modes of a subject being acted upon. This fact is further revealed in 
the list Aristotle offers us of emotions with which moral virtues are 
concerned and in which there can be excess, deficiency, and right mea- 
sure, The majority of items on this list are described by passive verbs; in 
thinking of fear, anger, pleasure, or pain, Aristotle is thinking of being 
frightened, being angered, being pleased, being pained. When 1 am 
afraid, something is frightening me; when I am angry, something is 
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angering me. When in general I am experiencing an emotion or feeling 
of the sort which Aristotle woukd call a pathos, something is affecting 
me; I am being acted upon in some way, where the concept of being 
acted upon is reciprocal to that of my acting in some way.* Actions 
and feelings are thus for Aristotle modes of human being—action and 
passion—seen in terms of reciprocal concepts basic to our understand 
ing of entities in general, the concepts of acting and being acted upon. 

‘The opposition between acting and being acted upon, that is, the 
praxis/pathos opposition, is, to be sure, peculiar to human activity, be- 
cause praxis is according to Aristotle peculiar to human activity. But it 
is only a special instance of a more general structural duality, that of 
potein and paschein, doing and being done This dualism is encoun- 
tered early in and throughout Aristotle's writings, from its special ap- 
pearance as an apparently reciprocal pair of relatively minor modes of 
being in the Categories to the important cosmological role recognized 
in the treatise On Generation and Corruption * 

This more general opposition of pofein/paschein, insofar as it gov- 
'erns and structures the most basic forms of being, understood as activ 
ity, is thus a central and fundamental structural principle of Aristotle's 
ontology. Action and passion then similarly represent terms of a funda- 
‘mental structural principle of human activity. “Activity” here must take 
on a sense broad enough to include both acting and being acted 
upon—must, that is, include modes of active human being in which 
the human individual is both subject and object of the action, both 
agent and patient 

‘The notion of including as an aspect of human activity what an indi- 
vidual suffers, what is done to an individual in addition to what the 
individual does, may go against our intuitions. It is only an individual's 
actions, we might feel, which truly belong to the being of a human 
individual in its most basic sense. This intuition is something to which 
we shall have to rerum. But it should nor blind us to the fact that 
the affections and passive sufferings of entities seem to be among the 
authentic characteristics which such entities have, and this is true for. 
both human and nonhuman beings. 

If the kinds of human activity now understood in this broader sense 
include not only what are, more strictly speaking, instances of human 
action but also instances of human passion in the sense of being acted 
upon, and these latter arc understood as paradigmatic instances of feel- 
ings or emotions, then Aristotle's moral theory must be seen as a the- 
Cory not only of how to act well but also of how to feel well; for the 


264 LA Kosman 


moral virtues are states of character that enable a person to exhibit the 
right kinds of emotions as well as the right kinds of actions. The art of 
proper living, we should say, includes the art of feeling well as the 
correlative discipline to the art of acting well. 


Moral philosophy, then, should count as an important question that of 
sentimental education and should recognize the proper cultivation of 
our feelings as within the domain of our moral concerns, But how 
could this be? It appears to be a distinction between our actions and 
our passions that actions are within our control, whereas passions are 
not; we are the initiating principle of what we do, but not of what 
is done to us. Aristotle seems to make exactly this point in claiming 
that we are angered or frightened, for example, not by choice 
 aprobaíretós, as he puts it." 

But if we give allegiance to the meta-cthical dictum that "ought" 
implies "can," then it seems problematic how a moral philosophy 
could concem itself with questions of our feelings in contrast with 
questions of how we ought to act in response to or in light of those. 
feelings. What is, as Aristotle would say, eph'bémin—within our 
power—is surely what we do, but not what is done to us. 

‘One way in which this objection might be met is by pointing out 
what 1 have emphasized earlier: the important role of the concept of 
virtue. Since we are primarily called upon by a moral theory not to act 
and be acted upon in certain ways but rather to be the kinds of persons 
disposed so to aet and be acted upon, the question of what feelings 
are or are not immediately within our powers may be moot. 

But could a moral theory be concerned with sentimental education 
even in this sense, namely, with the cultivation of proper sentimental. 
dispositions? For in what sense might such dispositions themselves be 
said to be within the domain of choice or probairesis? Why, in other 
words, wouldn't the question be pushed one step further back? And 
how then could we be said in the first place to have a disposition to be 
acted upon rather than ro act in certain ways? Let me first say some- 
thing preliminary about this latter question. 

Aristotle's claim that virtues are dispositions toward feeling as well 
as action can be seen, in light of our recognition that feelings are pas- 
sions, to rest upon a theory of potentiality which recognizes the exis- 
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tence of passive as well as active powers, For since a disposition is a 
power—that is, a potentiality that renders an entity capable of a mode 
of actual being—and since feelings are passions, the virtues in question 
must be passive powers—the potentialities, that is, for being actively 
affected in a certain way. 

That Aristotle has a general theory of passive powers is evident, The 
discussion of potentiality in Book 9 of the Metaphysics makes this clear 
(in the context of a discussion that once again reveals the reciprocal 
relation and basic dialectical unity of pofein and paschein). Passive por 
tentialities, we there learn, are elements within an entity's nature, not 
simply external to it, and are connected to other more obviously inte- 
gral aspects of the entity's being. To say that oil is bumable is to ascribe 
16 the oil a power that belongs to it and is a potentiality for being 
affected in a certain way, for having something done to it, and is at the 
same time to link this capacity to certain positive states and characteris- 
tics of the oil 

More obvious forms of potentialities with respect to being affected 
are those by virtue of which an entity is capable of withstanding or not 
suffering a certain affection. Aristotle often refers to such a type of 
power both in the discussion in the Categories and in that in the Meta 
physics. In both cases, however, we are considering powers exhibited 
by an entity for discrimination among affections, for being affected in 
this way and not that. 

Another class of such powers, and one that for Aristotle is paradigma- 
tic and important, includes the faculties of the soul. The perceptual 
capacities, and the faculties of reason and thought as well, are potenti- 
alities of the sensitive and intelligent subject to be affected in certain 
ways, to be acted upon by the sensible and intelligible forms of objects 
in the world." When we think of them in this way, there is nothing 
particularly mysterious about these powers: they are simply the abilities 
to be open to certain affections and closed to certain others—the recip- 
rocal capacities, we might say, of being discriminatingly receptive and 
resistant. 

‘The doctrine of passive potentiality enables Aristotle to envision a 
state of character by virtue of which an individual has the power to be 
affected in certain ways, the capacity to undergo certain passions and 
avoid others. A moral virtue with respect to feelings or emotions is just 
such a capacity; it is the power to have and to avoid certain emotions, 
the ability to discriminate in what one feels 
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But this suggests only how there might be said 10 be powers 10 be 
acted upon in certain ways; what concerned us was whether such pow- 
‘ers might be said to be dispositions involving choice. We still therefore 
need to be concerned with the question of choice, and that question 
may now be put this way: how is it possible for Aristotle to see a virtue 
as a disposition toward a feeling or emotion, given the following facts 
about choice? In his first characterization of virtue Aristotle denies that 
Virtues might be feelings themselves by pointing out that a feeling is. 
not the sort of thing that is chosen; our anger and fear are, as he might 
have said, “aprohairetic,” whereas the virtues are kinds of choice or at 
least not aprohairetic, not devoid of choice. But then we should ask: 
how could choice be involved in a fixed tendency toward that which 
does not involve choice, indeed for which we are in no wise praised or 
blamed? Won't there have to be a radical asymmetry between the rela- 
tion among dispositions, actualizations, and choice in the case of feel 
ings and that relation in the case of actions? For in the latter case a 
virtue appears t0 be a disposition toward prohairetic acts; the actions 
themselves are instances of choice, and it seems to be only by virtue of 
this fact that the hexis or disposition which is a virtue with respect to 
these acts is said to be prohairetic. But in the case of feelings, virtues 
‘would, on the view we are considering, themselves be chosen but at 
the same time be dispositions toward actualizations that are not 
chosen. 

One solution to this problem which I hinted at before would be to 
abandon the notion that virtues are dispositions with respect to fecl- 
ings in the sense of being fixed tendencies to feel in a certain way. It is 
not that courage as a virtue with respect to fear disposes us to feeling 
fear in certain ways or in certain circumstances or to a certain degree 
but rather that it disposes us 10 certain actions with respect to and in 
light of our fear. Some support may appear to be given to this reading 
by Aristode's description of a disposition as a state by virtue of which 
we are ill oc well disposed with respect to the emotions: kath’ bas pros 
ta patbé ecbomen eu & kakös.” 

‘This is the view of Joachim in his commentary on the Ethics; he 
writes: 


In the development of the orectic soul there is a hexis when the soul 
echei pos (viz. eu & kakös) pros ta patbe: ie. when a permanent attitude. 
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towards his emotions (towards any possible disturbances of his orectic 
self) has been reached—an attitude which expresses itself in actions 
which are either the right or the wrong response to such disturhances.”? 


But this reading is surely wrong: Aristotle, in the passage in question, 
immediately goes on to explain: 


If for instance, with respect to being angered we do so excessively or 
insufficiently (sphodras or anetmends: if we're too violent or too easygo- 
ing] we're badly disposed, but if moderately [mesos] then we're well dis 

posed.!* 


Aristotle's more detailed discussions of the virtues make clear that it is 
with respect to how one feels and not simply how one acts in light of 
‘one’s feelings that one is said to be virtuous, The courageous person 
Is one who is frightened by the right things, in the right way, in the 
right circumstances, and so on, and who is not frightened when it is 
appropriate not to be. The temperate person is one who is pleased by 
the right things, in the right ways, and so on. The so-called “gentle” 
person (whose virtue Aristotle finds to have no proper name) is an- 
gered by the right things, in the right way, and so on.“ There is here 
no indication that these moral virtues defined in terms of feelings are 
dispositions toward some range of actions appropriate in light of these 
fcelings, and, on the contrary, every indication that thcy arc disposi- 
tions toward appropriate feelings themselves. 

‘What emerges in addition, however, is the recognition that these 
feelings are accompanied by concomitant actions. I have talked so far 
as though feelings could be understood as particular affects of an indi- 
Vidual independent of anything else that might be true of the individ- 
val. In a sense this is exactly Aristotle's theory and is why he says that 
pathe are those things with regard to which we are said to be moved. 
But considered more broadly, there is no way to identify a feeling or 
‘emotion without taking into account (1) what we might call the cogni- 
tive element in emotions and (2) actions on the part of the agent which 
are characteristically and naturally associated with such feelings. "^ Fear- 
ing is related to fleeing, desiring to reaching for, anger to striking out 
at, in no accidental way. In cach of these cases, a certain action or range 
of actions is connected to a pathos in some important logical sense. 
That connection is defeasible, but it is not a merely accidental connec- 
tion. 
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These considerations suggest that there may be two elements to the 
actuality corresponding to any given virtue. A virtue is a complex dispo- 
sition in the sense that its actualization is complex, and specifically in 
that its actualization consists of a characteristic set of feelings and a 
correspondent characteristic set of actions. 

But if this is true, our discussion of virtues has been seriously mis- 
leading. The fact that virtues are dispositions with respect both to ac- 
tions and to feelings ought not to suggest to us that there are a number 
Of virtues that are dispositions with respect to actions and a number of 
other virtues that arc dispositions with respect to feelings, any given 
Virtue being a disposition with respect to one or the other, but rather 
that a given virtue is a disposition with respect 10 a characteristic set of 
actions and feelings. These feelings are not, as in the view we have just 
been considering, merely the occasion for actions that are the proper 
realizations of the virtue; they are part of the concept of that virtue. 
considered as a disposition. But neither are they the sole realizations 
of the virtue; they are part of the set of corresponding actions and 
feelings for which the virtue is a disposition. 


v 


With this understanding in mind, let us, as Aristotle would say, make a 
fresh start. Recognizing that virtues are dispositions toward feeling as 
well as toward action, we found ourselves perplexed by Aristotle's ap: 
parent claim that virtues involve choice, while feelings do not. It ap- 
peared to us that there was an unexplained asymmetry in Aristotle's 
understanding, such that virtues might involve choice without their 
appropriate feeling-realizations involving choice, even though virtues 
scemed to involve choice in the first place because they are disposi- 
tions toward actualizations that are deliberate and chosen. Is it possible 
to make sense of the notion that a virtue involves choice even though 
the feelings that are its realization do not? Could a person be said to 
be courageous in a deliberate and chosen manner without it being the 
case that the feelings which such a person characteristically exhibits by 
Virtue of being courageous are themselves chosen? 

Consider a parallel situation in the case of actions. A person may 
exhibit a vice such that the actions performed as a result of that vice 
are involuntary considered in themselves, and we may still want to say 
that the vice itself is voluntary. Thus someone, as Aristotle notes, may 


Being Properly Affected: Virtues and Feelings 269 


in one sense not be responsible for individual actions performed while 
he was intoxicated or ignorant of what he was doing or in general act- 
ing in accordance with some trait of character that made it impossible 
or extremely difficult for him to do the right thing, and yet in another 
sense clearly be responsible, at least for being in the first place unaware 
or drunk or in general of such and such a vicious character.” 

These examples provide only a partial parallel to our case. In the first 
place, they concern the somewhat weaker notion of voluntariness, not 
that of choice. In the second place, they concern only instances of vic 
and the concomitant breakdown of moral action. Nowhere do we find. 
an instance of Aristotle’s characterizing as voluntary a virtue whose re 
sultant actions could be said to be involuntary. Finally, the examples 
that come most readily to mind—cases of drunkenness, ignorance, or 
negligence—concern what seem to be in a sense "meta-vices": states 
that condition our general capacity for virtuous conduct. As a conse: 
‘quence the relationship between the action and the vice that occasions 
itis nota straightforward relationship of disposition to realization. Only 
under a partial description could an act of negligence be said to be the 
actualization of the vice of negligence in the same sense in which an 
act of courage is the realization of an agent's courageous disposition. 

But we could extend the basic point to cases of specific vices. It 
seems a part of Aristotle's views on moral responsibility that vicious 
actions are in some important sense not chosen, and indeed under 
certain descriptions not voluntary, though the vices that occasion them. 
are, and are therefore the responsibility, like their actions, of the moral 
agent. 

This is an enormously complex and difficult topic in Aristotle's 
thought, and an important one for Aristotle and for moral philosophy 
in general; the respect in which vicious acts are not willed but neverthe- 
Jess our responsibility may be central to an understanding of the mora 
life (compare Kant). 1 introduce the question here only because it sug- 
gests that certain predicates which we might think of as features of 
actions and only derivatively of characteristics or dispositions relative 
to those actions may be applied independently to one or the other in 
a variety of ways. Most importantly we see here a sense in which predi- 
cates appropriate to dispositions not only with reference to their actu- 
alizations but also with reference to the mode of their acquisition 

It isa part of Aristotle's moral theory which I have alluded to but not 
stressed that virtues are acquired. They arc, as he says, not phusel, 
but neither are they parapbusin: neither natural nor contrary to our 
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nature." This is what makes them dispositions—bexeis—rather than. 
simply potentialities—dunameis They must therefore be acquired, 
and their acquisition cannot be effected simply by an act of choice; we 
do not decide to be virtuous and straightaway become so. Virtues are 
cultivated and not chosen in any simple sense, for it is not as a direct 
result of calculation, deliberation, resolution, or any other relatively 
simple mode of human activity that we become courageous, temper- 
ate, or wise. We become these through a process of etbismos, or habit- 
uation, through the habitual acting out and embodying of those 
actualizations which the dispositions are dispositions toward.” This 
mode of acquisition is part of the logic of a virtue, because itis part of 
the logic of a hexis, a disposition, and a virtue is a hexis. It is therefore. 
part of the logic of a moral theory which, as 1 have suggested, places 
the notion of virtue at its center. 

Note first that there is a sense in which a virtue might be said to be 
chosen, and on a specific occasion. A person might decide on such an 
occasion to act virtuously and see that act as the first in a series de- 
signed to effect a transformation in her life to being virtuous. So she 
chooses on this occasion to be virtuous and so acts, acting virtuously 
now this time, now another time, now another time, until the fixed 
disposition of viue becomes a hexis that characterizes her moral self 
Why shouldn't we say in such a case that the virtue has been chosen, 
from the beginning, and precisely because the acts that fix that virtue 
are chosen? 

"This notion accords well with the view of Aristotle's we have just 
been looking at. On this view one becomes virtuous by impersonating 
a Virtuous person, and in that impersonation, through the process of 
habituation, becomes the virtuous person whom one impersonates, 
‘The direction of self-constiturion is seen as leading from actions to 
states of character as well as the other way around; indeed, we should 
perhaps say that the other way around is subsequent, is only a logical 
feature of the relationship between our character and the individual 
moments of our conduct once they have been established. 

But how does this help us with the question of virtues and feelings? 
For our initial problem with feelings was that they are said by Aristotle 
not to be chosen; an account according to which virtues are prohairetic 
because the acts that fix them are prohairetic seems therefore to be of 
little help in understanding the relation among choice, virtues, and 
feelings. This question supposes that virtues whose actualizations are 
feelings may be acquired only through the direct and deliberate choice 
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of feelings. But given our recognition that the actualization of a virtue. 
is a complex and related set of actions and feelings, a different view is 
now open to us. A person may act in certain ways that are characteristi- 
cally and naturally associated with a certain range of feelings, and 
through those actions acquire the virtue that is the disposition for hav- 
ing the feelings directly. Acts are chosen, virtues and feelings follow it 
their wake, though in logically different ways. 

On this view the structure of becoming virtuous with respect to feel- 
ings reveals itself to be of the following sort: one recognizes through. 
moral education what would constitute appropriate and correct ways 
to feel in certain circumstances. One acts in ways that are naturally 
associated with and will “bring about” those very feelings, and eventu- 
ally the feelings become, as Aristotle might have said, second nature; 
that is, one develops states of character that dispose one to have the 
right feelings at the right time, One does not have direct control over 
‘one’s feelings, and in this sense the feelings are not chosen; but one 
does have control over the actions that establish the dispositions, the 
virtues, which are the source of our feeling in appropriate ways at ap- 
propriate times and in appropriate circumstances. Although we may in 
some narrow sense not be responsible for our feelings, we are respon- 
sible for our character as the dispositional source of those feelings. 

‘This picture has much to recommend it. In the first place, it seems 
correct. My anger or jealousy may not be an emotion which I choose, 
and yet it may be true that 1 have become a person disposed to such 
anger or jealousy by a series of actions that would make it perfectly 
reasonable to describe my character as something 1 have chosen. In. 
the second place, it points to what seem important differences be- 
tween feelings and actions which become clear only when we talk 
about the modes of acquisition of virtues. Much of the picture 1 have 
sketched depends upon the fact that one can simulate an action but 
can only pretend to have a feeling. Thus the mode of inculcation with 
regard to feelings must be by some other method than that of habitua- 
ton. There is, in other words, no way to come to feel a certain way by 
practicing feeling that way, and this is precisely because in some sense 
our feelings are not in our control. But it is nonetheless possible to 
engage in a certain range of conduct deliberately designed to make 
one the kind of person who will characteristically feel in appropriate 
ways, at appropriate times, and so on. And in this sense, feclings are 
deliberate and chosen, since the hexeis from which these feelings ema- 
nate are deliberate and chosen, since (in turn) the actions that lead 10 
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these hexeis are deliberate and chosen, and deliberately chosen to 
make one the kind of person who characteristically will have the appro- 
priate feelings 


v 


"This picture seems to me on the whole correct and, broadly speaking, 
faithful to Aristotle's vision of the moral life, but it falls in important 
respects as a solution to the problems that initially perplexed us. Note 
in the first place how far we have come from our initial characterization 
of a virtue as a disposition for deliberate and chosen conduct. That 
characterization interpreted Aristotle's description of a virtue as a bexís 
probairetike vo mean that the virtue was the agent's ready capacity to 
act (in the broadest sense) prohairetically, not that the virtue had been 
acquired through some mode of prohairetic action. In the second. 
place, the rather elaborate account into which we have been led seems 
curiously otiose; once we recognize that actions and feelings are linked. 
together as the realizations of a virtue, why not simply say that a virtue 
is prohairetic because itis a disposition for those elements of its realiza- 
tions which are actions? For there is no special problem, apart from the 
general problem of giving an account of what prohairesis is, about ac- 
tions being prohairetic. Finally, the most important flaw in the account 
1 have suggested is the following. The account depends upon actions 
that lead to the establishment of a virtue but are not the expressions 
of an already established virtue being prohairetic. But this is not a view 
which Aristotle seems to hold. Such actions are voluntary, but it is by 
no means clear that they are for him in the fullest sense prohairetic. 
Just as acts are in a sense virtuous when they are acts of the kind which 
a Virtuous person would perform, but are fully virtuous only when per- 
formed by a virtuous person (one who performs such acts in the way 
that a virtuous person would perform them—that is, out of the fixed 
character that is virtue), just so an act may be like a prohairetic act, 
but not be one because it is not properly embedded in the larger con- 
text of the character and disposition of a moral agent—because it is 
nota realization of that agent's virtue. There is, Aristotle says, “no pro- 
hairesis without intelligence and thought, nor without moral charac- 
ter"? Prohairesis involves, as we might say, not simply deciding, but 
willing, where the notion of willis sufficiently rich to demand reference 
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to the larger context of central and properly integrated goals and habits 
of an agent's moral life 

The recognition that choice for Aristotle is a concept governing not 
individual actions in a life divorced from this framework of goals and 
habits, but rather actions only as moments within a larger context of 
the character and intentions of the moral subject, reveals our picture 
to be inadequate as a solution to the problems I have raised. But it 
should, 1 think, contribute to the dissolution of these problems. For it 
should suggest the necessity of rethinking our initial denial that feel- 
ings may be chosen. That denial arose, 1 think, from our attending to a 
description by Aristotle of passions without reference to the context of 
virtue and character in which they occur. But why should we not be 
prepared to say that a person of steadfast and cultivated virtue who 
exhibits appropriate feelings in circumstances which he understands 
correctly and in which those are precisely the feelings which he would. 
want to exhibit, taking into account the entire fabric of his desires, 
goals, plans, and hopes for himself—why should we not be prepared 
10 say that such a person has chosen those feelings? 

Nowhere, I believe, does Aristotle say this. What we would like, but 
do not find, is an extension of the theory of deliberation and practical 
reasoning to account for the ways in which virtuous persons might be 
said to have the proper feelings which they have by prohairesis. Such 
an account would need to provide a sense in which we might be freed. 
10 feel what would be appropriate to feel by something like delibera- 
tion and choice, by some mode of coming to understand properly the 
circumstances in which our feelings arise, the place of these feelings 
and circumstances in our experience, and the ways in which we hold 
these circumstances and feelings in the larger contexts of our lives. In 
a sense, the theories behind certain religious traditions, psychoanalysis, 
and disciplines that promise self-transformation and self-mastery might 
be thought to represent attempts at such an account 

But any such account, 1 think, would have to recognize the primacy 
of praxis in the shaping and execution of our moral lives. It is this 
primacy that finally dominates the concerns of the Ethics. To say then 
that there is a strict parallelism for Aristotle between actions and pas- 
sions would not be quite correct. On the one hand, he is led by the 
paschein/prattein structure and by the understanding of emotion as 
pathos to view virtue as a disposition equally for action and feeling, and 
as a consequence to recognize correctly the important place which our 
feelings occupy in the structure of our moral conduct. But on the other 
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hand, the distinction between passion as something that happens to 
‘one and action as something that one does, coupled with the recogni- 
tion that ethics must be concemed with prohairesis, leads him to turn 
his attention from feelings in the latter parts of the Btbics. It is not that 
he simply leaves the question of feelings out, but that their importance 
fades in the context of a particular theory of deliberation and choice 
and their place in moral conduct. 

Nor is it the case, however, as 1 have angued, that feelings are for 
Aristotle simply not chosen. The reason for this, I have suggested, is 
that choice for him is not a concept having to do with individual mo- 
ments in an agent's life, nor with individual single actions, but with 
the practices of that life within the larger context of the character and 
intentions of a moral subject, ultimately within the context of what it 
has become fashionable to call one’s life plan. 

‘The question of moral choice in the deepest sense finally concerns 
questions of creating the conditions in which our actions and our fecl- 
ings may be as we would wish them. These conditions include our 
states of character—ihe virtues—which we acquire through the com- 
plex practices of our moral life. So long as we consider moral questions 
in terms of individual moments in the agent’ life, we will not be able 
10 understand this fact. This is why it should be clear that questions of 
Virtue and feeling as moral categories are importantly connected, 
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Friendship and the Good in Aristotle 
Jobn M. Cooper 


Ifthe number of published discussions is a fair measure, the two books 
of the Nicomachean Ethics devoted to friendship (philia) have not 
much engaged the attention of philosophers and philosophical schol- 
ars. Yet such neglect is not easily justifiable. For both in his account of 
what friendship is and in the various considerations he brings to bear 
to show what is good about friendship, Aristotle displays psychological 
subtlety and analytical ingenuity of an unusually high order, even for 
him. In this paper I hope to show this for Aristotle's views on the value 
of friendship, by discussing his principal arguments in the Nicoma- 
chean Ethics and elsewhere bearing on this topic.! 


In the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle faces the question what the value 
of friendship is in IX.9; but before considering his answer it is impor- 
tant to be clear exactly what question he means to be asking. On Aris- 
totle's theory of the good there is a distinction to be drawn between 
what is good absolutely and without qualification (good "by nature" 
he sometimes calls it) and what is good for a particular person or class. 
of persons. A thing is good absolutely if itis good for human beings as 
such, taken in abstraction from special and contingent peculiarities of 
particular persons: these peculiarities may provide additional interests, 
needs and wants, and on the basis of them one can speak of additional, 
possibly divergent, things as good for this or that particular person. 
Hence in asking whether friendship is a good thing, and what the good 
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Of it is, Aristotle neglects the question whether, and how, it may be 
good for special classes of person (bad or weak or mediocre people, for 
‘example, of one kind or another). He wants to know instead whether it 
isa good for human beings, as such. Now the morally good, flourishing 
person is a perfect human being, leading the perfect human life; so 
“anything that is a good for human beings as such (that is, good without 
qualification) will necessarily be good for him. So Aristotle's inquiry 
into the value of friendship takes the form of secking an answer to the 
question whether or not a flourishing person, the perfect human 
being, will have any need of friends (ampbisbeteitai de kai peri ton 
eudaimona ei deesetai: philon e me, NE IX.9, 1693-4). 

‘This question itself is open to two sorts of misunderstanding, One 
‘of these Aristotle himself points out. To speak of someone's need for 
friends might be taken to imply some deficiency or defect in him and 
his mode of living —as if some essential element of his own good would 
be lacking to him unless he had friends to acquire or provide this for 
him. And of course to flourish is to be already leading a perfect, com- 
pletely fulfilled life, so that, understood in this way, a flourishing per- 
son can have no need for friends. Since his life is already, ex bypothest, 
perfectly complete he cannot, as Aristotle puts it, need any adventitious 
(epetsakton) pleasure (or other good) as a means of improving his 
condition (1169623-28). When Aristotle asks, then, whether a flourish- 
ing person needs friends, he ts inquiring whether the having of friends 
is a necessary constituent of a flourishing life—not whether friends are 
needed as a means of improving a life that was already flourishing. 

In the second place, it is important to emphasize that the question 
10 be pressed concems the value to a person of his baving friends. 
‘That is, one wants to be given reasons for believing that, so to say, 
anyone who sets out to design for himself a life that shall be a flourish- 
ing one, ought to arrange things so that he forms friendships—so that 
he becomes attached 10 certain people in ways that are characteristic 
of Iriendship, spends time with them, does them services out of unself- 
interested goo! will, and so on. It seems clear that this is the question 
that Aristotle means to be asking in NE IX. 9 (and in the corresponding 
passage of the Eudemian Etbícs, VIL. 12, 1244b1- 124519). At any rate 
itis possible, as | shall argue below, to discern in this chapter two quite 
profound, mutually independent attempts to answer this question, so 
understood. 

Unfortunately, however, the largest part of Aristotle's response in 
the NE (the long argument beginning at 1170613, honorifically de- 
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scribed as the way people who consider the question "more scientifi- 
cally"—phusiköteron—will answer it) is hard to follow unless it is 
construed as answering a different question. The question seems to 
have become this: what need has a flourishing person for bis friends?* 
That is, on the assumption that he will form friendships in the first 
place, the question Aristotle discusses is why he will need or want to 
do things for them or with them, what use he will have for them, and. 
why. Why will he not simply pay them no special heed? Obviously this 
is not a very interesting question, nor particularly difficult to answer. 
Given what being someone's friend means, if one assumes that a per- 
it follows that he has come 
« he likes the other person, 
wishes him well, wants to help him when he is in need, wants to spend 
time with him; and so on. So of course he will have many uses for his 
friend: the friend will be needed in order for all these various desires 
to be fulfilled. Having these desires, his life will be defective unless he 
is able to satisfy them by engaging in the activities characteristic of 
friends; naturally, then, such a person will need his friends 

1 take it, then, that a flourishing person's need for friends, under- 
stood as his need for his friends, is very easy to establish. Of course, it 
is easy to establish this only because in taking the question in this way 
one begs the more important question why one should suppose a 
flourishing person would make any friends in the first place. Yet 
have just indicated, the most promising interpretation of the suppos- 
edly more profound argument with which NE IX. 9 concludes makes 
Aristotle guilty of taking this easy path 10 his conclusion, When one 
cuts through all the complications of a very convoluted argument (Ross 
sets it out in a series of eleven syllogisms)* Aristotle's final and grandest 
effort, on this interpretation, comes to the following 


(1) For a good person, life itself is a good and pleasant thing; it is 
always pleasant to be aware of oneself as possessing good things; 
therefore, the good person's awareness of himself as being alive 
is very pleasant and highly desirable to him (117051-5). 

(2) A man's friend is to him a "second self,” so that whatever is good. 
for him as belonging to himself will also be good for him when 
possessed by his friend (1705-8). 

(3) Since the good man's life and his awareness of it are pleasant 
and desirable to him, he will find the life of his "second self" 
and his awareness of it also pleasant and desirable (117058-10). 
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(4) But he cannot satisfy this desire to be aware of his friend's exis- 
tence except by living in company with him, so he will need his 
friend “to live with and share in discussion and thought with— 
for this is what living together would seem to mean for human 
beings, and not feeding in the same place, as with cattle" 
(1170610-14). 


Now itis quite plain thar in step (2) of this argument Aristote simply 
assumes, altogether without explicit warrant, that a good man will have 
friends. It is only if one assumes that he will have friends that one can 
apply to him, as Aristotle does in the remainder of the argument, the. 
consequences that flow, or are alleged to flow, from the fact that a 
friend is to his friend as a second self. If the good man bas friends, 
then of course, granted the "second self” thesis, he will take pleasure. 
in being aware of his friend's life, as he also does in being aware of his 
‘own, and will want to be near him in order to have this pleasure, This 
1 think is obvious and unobjectionable* But until we are given some 
independent reason for thinking that the good man will need or want 
to form friendships in the first place, we are not entitled to assume that 
he will have the sort of attitude toward any other person which will 
enable him to get this pleasure and, in consequence, desire this close 
association. But there is not the slightest hint in this argument, so inter- 
preted, of any reason for thinking tis.” 

It might be suggested that Aristotle has in mind (though certainly he 
does not say this here) that the pleasant self-awareness on which this 
argument turns is only satisfactorily obtainable through the awareness 
‘of a friend and his activities. On that basis one might be able 10 con- 
struct a more plausible looking argument for Aristotle's conclusion. 
Thus Stewart 


In seeing, hearing, walking, ctc. a man is conscious of himself—of his 
‘own existence... This perception of self, however, would hanlly be 
possible to man i his only objects of experience were his own sensations 

{His experience of his own actions would be accompanied by only a 
dim consciousness of a sel distinguished from them. But man is not con- 
Fined! to his own actions. He has a "sympathetic consciousness” of the 
actions of his fend —of actions which are sil in a sense “his own’ (for 
his friend isa beterus autos), and yet are nox in such a way “his own” as 
10 make it difficult to distinguish "himself" from them, . - . In other 
words —it is in the consciousness of the existence of another that a man 
becomes truly conscious of himself 
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Why, however, should one believe this? No reason is given, and off- 
hand it does not seem true that merely in order to be distinctly con- 
scious of oneself one needs to be aware of other persons first, But 
even granted that one cannot attain self-consciousness except through 
consciousness of another person and his actions, it would still not fol- 
low that one needs friends for this purpose. Why wouldn't a casual 
acquaintance do just as well? Stewart describes a psychological process 
whereby a person, having noted the fairly gross distinction between. 
himself and the actions of another person, is able to make the same 
distinction, or make it more sharply, in the case of his own actions. I 
do not see how the step from others’ actions to one's own is made any 
the easier by the fact that the other person in question is a friend; the 
purely verbal point that, on the “other self” thesis, one can call the 
actions of a friend "one's own" does not seem to me to add anything, 
to whatever psychological plausibility the process as described without 
it might seem to have. 

In any event, as already noted, Aristotle does not here (or, so far as 
1 can discover, elsewhere) claim the priority of other-awareness to self 
awareness. He argues instead from the assumption of robust, pleasant 
sell-consciousness in the good man to the pleasantness of his con- 
sciousness of his friend—this latter consciousness is represented, as it 
were, as an overflow from the good man's self-consciousness, not as 
something needed to create it in the first place. Interestingly, however, 
in the chapter of the Magna Moralia corresponding to NE IX. 9 one 
does find the related point argued for, that selfdenowledge depends 
upon knowledge of others: 


Now supposing a man looks upon his friend and marks what he is and 
what is his character and quality (71 est! kat Popofos tis o philos; the 
feiend-—if we figure a friend of the most intimate sort —will seem to be a 
kind of second self, as in the common saying "This is my second Her- 
cles." Since, then, it is both a most difficult thing, as some of the sages 
have sald, o attain a knowledge of oneself (o gnónai Baton). and alo 
a most pleasant (for to know oneself is pleasant) —now we are not able 
10 see what we are from ourselves (hautous ex hauton -. theasasthat) 
{and that we cannot do so is pain from the way in which we blame others 
without being aware that we do the same things ourselves; and this is the 
effect of favour or passion, and there are many of us who are blinded by 
these things so that we judge not aright): as then when we wish 10 see 
‘our own face, we do so by looking into the miror, in the same way when 
we wish to know ourselves we can obtain that knowledge by looking at 
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‘our friend. For the fiend is, as we assert, a second self. If, then, it is 
pleasant to know oneself, and it is not possible to know this without 
having someone else fora friend, the scí-sufficing man will require tr nd. 
ship in order to know himself (121310-26)* 


It should strike one immediately that the focal point of this argument 
is self-knowledge and not, as in our NE passage, sell-consciousness. 
Thus in the NE we find 10 aisthanes thai bautou, 117009, with re- 
peated use of aistbanestbai and its derivatives throughout the argu- 
ment, Whereas in the MM aisıhanesthai and its derivatives are wholly 
lacking, and we find instead bo bauton gnonoi, 121515, 23, eidenai 
416, 25, gnörizein a23, 26. Nor are these mere stylistic variants: one 
can be conscious of one's self as an entity active in one's affairs even. 
without knowing very fully or explicitly what kind of person one is, 
Whereas self-knowledge as presented in the MM argument is precisely 
knowledge of one's character and qualities, motives and abilities. No 
doubt this kind of sel-knowledge presupposes self-consciousness, but 
itis plainly not the same thing. The MM is arguing not that friendship 
is a necessary prerequisite to mere self-consciousness, but that it is 
necessary for self-knowledge. 

‘One seems forced, then, to regard the "more scientific" argument 
of the NE as abortive.® The argument from the MM, however, seems 
more promising. Sell-knowledge is certainly a more complex matter 
than mere seliconsciousness, and the idea that it depends upon 
knowledge of others might strike one as plausible and important. But 
this argument, too, has its difficulties. First, how, exactly, is knowledge 
of others supposed to make possible self-knowledge? And, even more, 
why does seltknowledge (at any rate for the good and flourishing per- 
son) depend upon knowledge of one's friends—why wouldn't enemies 
or casual acquaintances do as well? Finally, it s not enough merely to 
say, as this text does, that self-knowledge is pleasant; for the argument 
to be sound self-knowledge must be actually indispensable to the good 
and flourishing person. But is it? 

‘To take the last point first. It is certainly plausible to hold, and Aris- 
totle presupposes throughout, that a person's life could not be called 
flourishing unless, in addition to leading the sort of life that is as a 
matter of fact the best (doing acts of kindness and courage and so on) 
he knew what sort of life he was leading and chose it partly for that 
reason. Human flourishing, in short, does not consist merely in con- 
formity to natural principles, but requires selfknowledge and con- 
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scious selfaffinmation. Self-knowledge is thus an essential part of what 
it is to flourish." As such it is an extremely pleasant thing, and this is 
perhaps why in our text so much emphasis is laid on its pleasantnes 
But however that may be, there is no difficulty in granting on general 
Aristotelian grounds the indispensability of self-knowledge that the MM 
argument needs. 

But how is self-knowledge to be attained? Notoriously, people tend 
to notice faults in others that they overlook in themselves; and they 
are equally inclined to attribute to themselves nonexistent virtues. 
‘Thus there is a double tendency to deny the presence in oneself of 
what one recognizes in others as faults, and 10 claim for oneself virtues 
that one does not really have at all. These threats to one's objectivity 
must be reckoned with by everyone, the person who in fact possesses 
all the good qualities of character and intellect and no bad ones no less 
than other people. To be sure, the qualities in himself he thinks virtu- 
ous are so, and he has no faults; but how is he to be sure that he is not 
deceiving himself in thinking these things, as he must be if he is to 
now what he is like? It is plausible to suggest, as our text does, that 
mistakes of this kind are not so apt to occur where one is observing 
another person and his life; here the facts, both about what are faults 
and what are virtues, are more likely, at least, to speak for themselves 
But that just points to the problem: how attain the same objectivity 
about oneself that is so comparatively less difficult about others? 

‘This is where friendship is supposed to come in. At least in friend- 
ships of the best sort, where the parties love one another for their 
characters, and not merely because they enjoy or profit from one an- 
other's company, intimacy (it is alleged) bespeaks affinity: my friend is, 
in the MM's striking phrase, a second me (lofoutos hoíos beteros einai 
80, 1213412), myself all over again. Now no doubt the sense of kinship 
among friends, even among character friends, can be exaggerated 
Some people are certainly drawn together partly by the presence of 
character-traits in the one that the other lacks. Even in such cases, 
however, it seems reasonable to think that there must be a strong un- 
derlying similarity of character and views, and that this similarity, intu- 
itively felt by each in the other, forms an important part of the bond 
between them. In any event, on Aristotle's theory (compare 115657-8) 
the perfect friendship is one where the parties are fully good persons. 
who are alike in character. If one supposes that in this perfect charac- 
ter-friendship, as in other lesser ones, the friends may feel a sense of 
their own kinship without necessarily knowing antecedently, on both 
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sides, in what their similarity consists, then such a friendship could well 
serve as the needed bridge by which to convert objectivity about others 
into objectivity about oneself. For knowing intuitively that he and his 
friend are alike in character, such a person could, by studying his 
friend's character, come to know his own. Here the presumption is 
that even an intimate friend remains distinct enough to be studied ob- 
jectively; yet, because one intuitively knows oneself to be fundamen- 
tally the same in character as he is, one obtains through him an 
objective view of oneself. In the MA's image, one recognizes the quality 
of one's own character and one’s own life by secing it reflected, as in a 
mirror, in one's friend." 

This is the nub of the argument. It is certainly ingenious, but is it 
cogent? The principal weaknesses would seem to be two. First, one 
might doubt whether, if, as seems true, people tend to be biased in 
favor of themselves and blind to their own faults, they are any less so 
where those with whom they are intimate are concerned. And secondly 
‘one might feel uneasy about the weight apparently being laid on the 
effectiveness and reliability of one’s intuitive sense of kinship with an 
other person. Plainly the argument only works if one can justifiably 
have more initial confidence in these feelings than in one's own un- 
aided attempts to judge the quality of one's Me and character. But 
however dilficult the latter may be, is one any less open to deception 
through the former? 

Although these are genuine doubts, not easily allayed, 1 think the 
argument nonetheless contains considerable force. For it must be ad- 
mitted that self-knowledge is, under any conditions, an extremely pre- 
carious accomplishment. Neither this nor any other argument is likely 
to show the way to an absolutely assured knowledge of what one is 
really like, proof against all possible doubt. The question is just 
whether character-friendship provides the best means available to a 
human being for arriving at as secure a knowledge of his own life and 
character as such a creature can manage. Considered in this light 1 
think this argument has a certain weight. For it does seem fair to be- 
lieve that objectivity about our friends is more securely attained than 
objectivity directly about ourselves. And the reliance we are being in- 
vited to place on our intuitive feelings of kinship with others is not, 
after all, either unchecked or unlimited. For it is the sense of kinship 
as it grows up, deepens and sustains itself within a close and prolonged 
association that the argument relies on. And it does seem right to trust 
such tried and tested feelings. They are not "mere feclings" but are 
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developed through long experience both of the other person and of 
oneself. This is, indeed, one reason why knowledge of one’s friends 
might make self-knowledge possible where knowledge of a mere ac- 
quaintance, however detailed, would not: the sense of affinity, if it ex- 
isted at all, could not be relied upon in this latter case, since it would 
not be based on prolonged and deep familiarity with him. 

On the other hand, while granting some weight to the considera- 
tions advanced here, one may well feel that this argument hardly ex- 
hausts the sources of self-knowledge, or even the most important ways 
in which friendship might help to advance it. Still, the recognition, 
which lies at the center of this argument, of the social bases of a secure 
self-concept and of the role intimacy plays in providing the means 10 
this, is a notable achievement. 

In any event, it deserves emphasis that this argument from the 
Magna Moralia, unlike the professedly more profound argument from 
NE IX. 9 examined above, does give reasons, however strong or weak, 
why one ought in designing one’s life to make explicit provision for 
friendships. It would be wrong, of course, to conclude that in the Níco- 
 machean Ethics Aristotle argues only ineffectively for this conclusion. 
For there are other arguments in NE IX. 9 and one of them (11696 
28-117024), though certainly not without obscurities of its own, has 
pronounced affinities to the MM argument just examined. 


For at the outset it was said that flourishing is an activity, and an activity 
clearly exists as something continuous and is not possessed ike a piece 
of property. If flourishing consists in living and being active, and the acti: 
ity of a good person is good and pleasant in itself, as was suid at the 
‘outset, and what is peculiarly one’s own is pleasant, and we can study 
(lbeorein) our neighbors better than ourselves and their actions better 
than those that are peculiarly our own, and the actions of good persons 
who are their friends are pleasant to good people (for they are characters 
ized by both the natural marks of pleasaniness)-—if so, then the fully 
flourishing person will need fiends of this kind, given that he chooses 
(Probairetai) to study (tbedrein) actions that are good and peculiarly his 
‘own, and the actions ofthe goxxd person who is his friend are of this kind. 


Here, as in the MM passage, we find two principal claims: that the good 
and flourishing man wants to study (thedrein, 1169533, 1170a2; thea- 
‚sasthai 1213416) good actions, and that one cannot, or cannot so eas- 
ily, study one's own actions as those of another." But why does the 
ood person have reason to want to study good actions? Here the NE 


286 Jobn M. Cooper 


is silent. This gap in the argument can, however, naturally be filled in 
from the AMM it is because, for reasons we have already noted, the self- 
knowledge that is a prerequisite of flourishing can hardly be attained 
by other means. And, at the same time, itis clear, as it would not other- 
wise be, why the other person whose actions these are must be an 
intimate and not merely a casual acquaintance. If am right, then, this 
passage of the Nicomacbean Eibics is intended to convey essentially 
the same argument in favor of friendship as we find set out in full in 
the Magna Moralia. The claim, here again, seems to be that it is only 
or best in characterriendship that one can come to know onesell—t0 
know the objective quality of one’s own actions, character and life. 


A second argument, independent of this one, follows in the NE imme: 
diately after the passage just quoted. At 1170411 we read: 


Further, people think a tlourishing person should live pleasantly. Now life 
is hand for a solitary person: for itis not easy 10 be continuously active 
apart by oneself, but this is easier together with others and towards them, 
So. [in living with others} his activity, which is pleasant in itself, will be 


‘goon! man, quaa good, takes pleasure in morally vituous actions and dis- 
likes vicious ones, just as a musician enjoys beautiful melodies and is 
iüned by bad ones) 


Aristotle's central claim here is that living in isolation causes one to 
be less continuously active at the things one cares most about than is. 
consistent with leading a flourishing life. By contrast, he claims, one 
«an be more continuously active at these pursuits if one engages in 
them together with others, by which he clearly means not just living in 
their company—sitting by the side of others, as it were, but absorbed 
in one's own private pursuits"—but making one's fundamental life ac- 
tivities themselves activities shared in common with others: meth’bet- 
eron de kai pros allous, rhaion (117046). Why should there be this 
difference in continuity of activity between a life made up of shared 
and a life made up of purely private activities? Aristotle does not say. 
Several things might be in his mind. Perhaps in a solitary life, where 
‘one has 10 see to all one's needs by oneself and cannot rely on others, 
‘or the products of others’ work, one is simply forced to be too busy 
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too much of the time at menial and uninteresting things for one to be 
free to concentrate uninterruptedly on one's most cherished pursuits 
But, though this might well be true, it is hard then to see the point of 
Aristotle's proposed remedy: one does not have to share one's activi 
ties with any one in order to have the benefits of others’ assistance, 
Again, it might be suggested thar if one tries to complete one's favorite 
projects all on one's own it may simply require physical exertions of 
‘such magnitude that one has to take many pauses for rest, thus render- 
ing one's activities intermittent and discontinuous." But again this can- 
not be all that Aristotle has in mind, since the natural remedy here 
would be to induce someone else to cooperate by making his skills, 
interests, and so on, available for one’s private purposes, perhaps in 
return for occasional assistance from oneself: sharing one's projects 
with anyone else would surely not be necessary. In order to give Arís- 
totle a reasonably plausible case for the preferability ofa life of shared 
activities one must, then, at least supplement these points. A natural 
suggestion is this: Aristotle may be thinking that living in isolation 
causes one to lose the capacity to be actively interested in things. Even 
ifthe activity that delights one most is something that can be enjoyed 
by a solitary person (as is true of most intellectual pursuits) it tends 
not to be pursued with freshness and interest by someone living cut 
off from others. One tends to become apathetic and inactive without. 
the stimulation and support which others, especially those whom one 
likes and esteems, provide by sharing one's goals and interests, If so, 
then one can sce why Aristotle claims a special and essential place in 
any truly satisfactory human life for the sort of shared activities that 
only friendship makes possible: it will only, or especially, be through 
such activities that a human being finds his life continuously interesting 
and pleasurable. 

Now whether or not this is what Aristotle has in mind, it is at any rate 
an interesting idea, and one that merits quite extensive consideration. 1 
shall not attempt such a full-scale treatment here; still, the following, 
points should be noted." 

First, by "shared activities” here | mean (and understand Aristotle to 
have in mind) activities that are performed by two or more persons 
together, and not just activities that are common to more than one 
person, or mutually known to several persons to be common to them 
all. Thus two persons might be solitaire devotees, and so have a com- 
mon interest, and each might know of the other's attachment to the 
game, so that one could speak of their mutual interest in solitaire; but 
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neither of these conditions is sufficient to make their attachment to. 
the game count as a shared interest (nor of course would their solitaire. 
games count as shared activities), for the reason that solitaire is not a 
game that they play together. The playing of the game is not something 
in which they jointly share. Now some activities are shared activities, in 
this sense, by one sort of necessity or another. Thus perhaps games 
like baseball and tennis are so defined by their rules that they cannot 
be played at all unless some specified number of persons, greater than 
‘one, is actively involved. In other cases, such as playing a string quartet, 
‘or doing many industrial and agricultural jobs, the work will normally 
have to be done together by more than one person, simply because of 
the physical limitations of the human body. Many activities, however, 
that can perfectly well be performed by single individuals in private (so. 
far, at any rate, as the definition of what is being done, and physical 
capabilities, go) can also be shared. One can worship in private, or 
together with others; solve a mathematical problem, or write a book, 
alone or jointly; bathe by oneself or in company. Artistic and cultural 
activities are an especially interesting case. Here many activities that, 
narrowly considered, might seem to be personal and private are none- 
theless engaged in by those who do them in such a way as to make 
them shared. Thus even although a single author may be solely respon- 
sible for a scholarly article, he presumably wrote it as a contribution to. 
an ongoing subject of study to which he thinks of himself as attached 
jointly with others. His attitudes to his own work may be construed on 
the model of à game in which there are various positions, occupied 
from time to time by different persons, linked together by a common. 
set of rules and shared purposes. The individual player's move, looked 
at in isolation, may well seem quite private to himself, but given the 
system of positions, rules, purposes, and so on, it is thought of by him 
as a contribution to the game in all the moves of which all the players 
share. Thus the individual author's acts of writing can be seen as part 
of a shared activity, namely the shared activity of advancing the discov- 
ery of the truth in the subject in question. In general, where an activity 
is shared one finds the following features: (1) there is a shared, and 
mutually known, commitment to some goal (whether something to be 
produced or something constitutive of the activity itself), (2) there is a 
‘mutual understanding of the particular role to be played by different 
persons in the pursuit of this common goal, and (3), within the frame- 
work of mutual knowledge and commitment, each agrees to do, and 
in general does do, his share in the common effort, 
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‘What then is there about shared activities that might make Aristotle 
think them in general more continuously interesting and enjoyable, in 
comparison with strictly private pursuits? Two things come to mind. 
First, the fact that others, especially if they are people one likes or 
admires, share with one in a commitment to the goal which gives the 
activity its sense is likely to strengthen one's own perception of the 
worth or value of the activity and thereby enable one to engage in it 
with interest and pleasure; that others, too, find a thing worth doing 
will be at least a welcome confirmation of one's own attitudes. OF 
course, itis possible to know that others agree in finding a thing worth 
doing even although each engages in it in a completely private way, so. 
that if it is a good thing to know one's own views confirmed by the 
experiences of others, this good is available even if one does not share 
‘one’s activities with anyone. On the other hand, what is in question 
here is not a person's mere abstract knowledge that something is valu- 
able and worthwhile but his actual direct experience of it as worth- 
while. And it must not be overlooked that it is possible to know on 
sufficient grounds that something is good, bur be unable to actually 
‘experience itas such; and it isthe latter that is crucial to the enjoyment 
‘of one's own life. In a shared activity one knows of the commitment of 
others to the goodness of the activity in no mere abstract theoretical 
way. It is concrete and immediate. Hence it is only through participa- 
tion in such activities that the confirmatory knowledge of others’ evalu- 
ations is likely to be both constantly and directly present t0 one's 
consciousness. It seems not unreasonable to suggest, then, that the 
sort of confirmation of the worth of one’s endeavors and pursuits that 
is so valuable, perhaps necessary, to a human being if he is to sustain 
his interests is hardly available outside of the context of a shared ac- 
tivity, 

Secondly, where an activity is shared each of the participants finds 
himself engaged in a number of different ways and at a number of 
different points: to be sure, he participates directly only in the parts of 
the enterprise to which it falls to himself to contribute, but indirectly 
he is, in principle, involved in every stage of the process, whoever the 
direct agent may be. What others do as their share of the joint activity 
he experiences as his doing as well, insofar as he is a member of the 
group, and it is the group that is the agent primarily at work in it. 
Admittedly, in not all shared activities does every participant retain a 
very full sense of his own involvement in all the varied operations that 
80 10 make it up; but it follows from my characterization above of 


290 Jobn M. Cooper 


shared activities that in some degree this sense of extended participa- 
tion must be present in any person who conceives of himself as engag- 
ing with others in a joint activity. One’s involvement in what one is 
doing is thus much broader in a shared activity than it is in the case of 
a completely private one: there are, so to speak, many more places and 
types of contact with a shared activity than there can be for a private 
shared activity one's enjoyment, and so one's interest in what 
‘one is doing, is not limited just to what one directly does oneself. This 
fact has two consequences that support Aristotle’s claims for shared 
activities, First, insofar as the agent sees his own personal activity as a 
contribution to a larger whole, to which he is attached and in which he 
is interested also through the contributions of others, the sources of 
his continued interest in what he directly does are much expanded. 
His multiple involvements in the whole activity naturally enhance the 
interest which he can take in the activities that he personally under- 
takes as a participant in the larger group activity. He is thus much more 
likely 10 sustain his interest in his own personal doings and to get plea- 
sure continuously from them. Imagine, for example, some one who 
enjoys mathematics as a purely private exercise. Numerical relation- 
ships fascinate him, and he wants to spend a lot of time exploring 
them, Such a person is likely to neglect this pursuit after a time, and 
be only intermittently active at i; but if he comes to regard his activity 
as part of a larger group activity—so that he takes an interest not just 
in his own but also in others’ research—he will be much more capable 
of sustaining his active interest in his own work because of its connec- 
tion with the group activity of which he now sees it as part and in 
which he also has an interest. The tendency of anything long continued 
to become boring is thus avoided, to some extent, by finding in it addi- 
tional things to be interested in. Secondly, insofar as he participates at 
second hand in the doings of others engaged with him in the shared 
activity he can be said to be active—indirectly—whenever and wher- 
ever any of the group is at work. In this sense one could say that a 
participant of a group activity is active even when he is not himself 
directly making any contribution. So, if one takes into account the ac- 
tivities that a participant is indirectly sharing in, one can say that those 
who engage in shared activities will continue to be active even when 
they are not directly active at all—that is, not active at all in the only 
way in which one can be active in a purely private pursuit. 

Now Ido not claim that these considerations were actually in Aristot- 
le's mind when he said that it is easier to be continuously active with 
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others and towards others than isolation. His failure to explain. 
why he held this view makes it impossible to say with certainty what 
his reasons were, On the other hand, it is hard to imagine what he 
could have meant if he did not have in mind at least some of these 
points. In any event | think the account I have just given does show 
that Aristotle's view, whatever exactly he may have rested it on, is 
sound. Shared activities are especially valuable for any human being 
since they, more than purely private activities, enable one to be contin- 
uously and happily engaged in things. This is so, in sum, for three 
reasons: (1) they provide one with an immediate and continuing sense 
that what one finds interesting and worthwhile is really so, since the 
experience of others is seen to agree with one's own in this respect; 
(2) they enhance one's attachment to and interest in one's own per- 
sonal, direct activities by putting them within the context of a broader 
group activity which is itself a source of pleasure and interest; and (3) 
they expand the scope of one’s activity by enabling one to participate, 
through membership in a group of jointly active persons, in the actions 
of others. It is reasonable, 1 think, to assume that human nature is 
inherently such that no human being can provide entirely from within 
himself the sources of his interest and pleasure in his life and the activi- 
ties that make it up. Nothing can be made, as it were, automatically 
and continuously interesting for any human being, just because of what 
it is like, A human being has to invest things with his interest, by re- 
‘sponding in appropriate ways to them; but these responses, though no 
doubt subjective, are not for that reason under one’s own control. They 
depend in part upon the firm and continued sense of the value of what 
one is doing and, as Aristotle's argument plausibly suggests, this can 
hardly be secured except through the sense that others agree with one 
in this. If this is so, then I think one is entitled to infer, with Aristotle, 
that no life can be satisfactory for a human being that does not make 
explicit provision for a considerable range of activities shared with oth 
ers. Only by merging one's activities and interests with those of others 
can the inherent fragility of any human being's interests be overcome, 
Now this is obviously an extremely important conclusion to reach, 
But Aristotle must go even further, and hold, not just that shared activi- 
ties, but that activities shared with friends, are a necessary ingredient 
in the flourishing human life, if he is to derive from his emphasis on 
the greater continuousness of shared activity a defense of friendship. 
For even if, as 1 have implied, the benefits to be derived from shared 
activities are in many cases dependent on one's esteeming or respect: 
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ing the judgment of one's fellow participants, this does not mean they 
must be one’s friends. At any rate one does not need to have character- 
friendship, which is the fundamental kind and the kind which Aristoue 
wishes 10 defend, with those with whom one enjoys playing games, or 
performing music, or, notoriously, having sex. On the other hand, it is 
clear enough that the satisfactions that derive from shared activity are 
especially needed in connection with those activities, whatever they 
may be, that are most central to a person's life and which contribute 
most decisively to his flourishing, as he himself conceives it, For here 
the flagging of one's commitments and interests will be particularly 
debilitating; here more than anywhere else one needs the confirmatory 
sense that others 100 share one’s convictions about which activities are 
and the other benefits of sharing pointed out above. Now 
"s theory of eudatmonía the llourishing human life consists 
essentially of morally and intellectually excellent activities. So the flour- 
ishing person will have a special need to share these activities, if his 
own interests in life are to be securely and deeply anchored. But ac- 
conting to the account of shared activities that I have given, it is an 
essential condition of a shared activity that the parties 10 it should not 
just be committed to the goal or goals that give the activity is sense, 
but should know about each other that they share this commitment 
‘This requirement of mutual knowledge has substantial consequences 
where the activities to be shared include morally virtuous ones. For in 
order to know that some one is genuinely committed to moral values 
‘one must know him and his character pretty closely, since commitment 
here just is a matter of moral character or its absence. Superficial ac 
quaintance is for this purpose quite insufficient, as it is not where there 
is question of some one's interest in music or baseball, because genu- 
inely good moral character is what is required and this is not easily 
distinguished from feigned or half-hearted attachment. So before one 
van share activities where the common pursuit of moral values is essen- 
tal to what is to be done, one must come to know, and be known 
by, the other party or parties quite intimately. But this sort of mutual 
knowledge is hardly available outside of character-friendship. Hence, a 
human being cannot have a flourishing life except by having intimate 
friends to whom he is attached precisely on account of their good qual- 
ities of character, and who are similarly attached to him: it is only with 
such persons that he can share the moral activities that are most central 
to his life. 

It is possible, then, to defend both Aristotle's claim that shared activi 


Friendship and the Good in Aristotle. 295 
ties are essential to any satisfactory human life, and his implied convic- 


tion that true friendship is a necessary context within which at least 
some of these essential shared activities should take place. 


m 


1 conclude that there are to be found in the Aristotelian Corpus—and, 
if Lam right about the purport of 1169528 ff, in the Nicomachean 
Flbícs itself —two interesting and telling arguments to show that true 
friendship is an essential constituent of a flourishing human life. I my 
interpretations are correct, Aristotle argues, first, that to know the 
‘goodness of one's life, which he reasonably assumes to be a necessary 
condition of flourishing, one needs to have intimate friends whose lives, 
are similarly good, since one is better able to reach a sound and secure 
estimate of the quality of a life when it is not one's own. Secondly, he 
argues that the fundamental moral and intellectual activities that go to. 
make up a flourishing life cannot be continuously engaged in with plea- 
sure and interest, as they must be ifthe life is to be a flourishing one, 
Unless they are engaged in as parts of shared activities, rather than 
pursued merely in private; and given the nature of the activities that 
are in question, this sharing is possible only with intimate friends who 
are themselves morally good persons 

‘Three points about these arguments should be noted. First, in a cer- 
tain way they both emphasize human vulnerability and weakness. If 
human nature were differently constituted we might very well be im: 
mune to the uncertainties ard doubts about ourselves that, according, 
to Aristotle, make friendship such an important thing for a human 
being. As itis, we cannot, if left each to his own devic 
estimate of our own moral character; nor by ourselves can we find our. 
lives continuously interesting and enjoyable, because the sense of the 
value of the activities which make them up is not within the individual's 
power to bestow. The sense of one's own worth is, for human beings, 
a group accomplishment. Hence we need each other because as indi- 
viduals we are not sufficient—psychologically sufficient—to sustain our 
own lives. For a god things are different; the goodness of the divine 
activity of contemplation is continuously evident to a god, and he 
heeds no other person or thing to enable him 10 see this or reassure 
him that itis so: as Aristotle says in the Eudemian Ethics. god is his 
own good activity, but human good consists in relationship to others 


„reach a secure 
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(bemin men to ev katb'beterom ekeinoi de autos bautou to ev estin), 
1245b18-19). To argue thus the need of human beings for friendship 
from deficiencies in our psychological makeup both illuminates the 
mature of friendship and gives what I think is an entirely accurate ac- 
count of its status in human affairs. Properly understood, there is noth- 
ing in this that should be construed as undermining or detracting from 
the intrinsic goodness, for human beings, of friendly relations with oth- 
ers. For Aristotle's point is that the deficiencies which make friendship 
such a necessary and valuable thing are inherent in human nature itself, 
There is no basis in his argument for one to accept one's friendships. 
in a regretful, still less a provisional, spirit —pining away, as it were, for 
the day when one's deficiencies might be made up and one could live 
entirely out of one's own resources without having to depend upon 
others at all. Since the deficiencies in question are essential to being a 
human being—that is, essential to being what one is, to being one- 
self—it is irrational to form one's attitudes in the hope of adjustments 
in these. he only reasonable attitude is to accept one's nature 
ay itis and 
fess to show how and why someone who adopts this attitude will be 
Jed to form friendships and to value friendly relations as fundamental 
and intrinsically good ingredients of the life that is best for himself." 
It is worth emphasizing that although in these arguments Aristotle 
defends the value of friendship only by showing that, for human be- 
ings, it is a necessary means to attaining certain broadly valuable psy- 
chological benefits, nothing in them commits him to denying that 
friendship is or involves anything intrinsically valuable. Indeed, in a few 
passages (1167051-33 with 1168a5-9, and 1159225-35), though they 
are not backed by much in the way of argument, Aristotle insists on. 
the worthwhileness-in-iself of the active expression of love and on the 
direct pleasure that human beings take in the experience of being 
loved by others. These remarks are plainly not inconsistent with the 
arguments we have been examining, since there is no reason why 
something that is itself intrinsically good should not also be valued for 
other reasons. In fact, however, [think it is a mistake 10 see these two 
trains of thought even as separable, much less as competing, defenses 
of the place of friendship in a satisfactory human life, For, clearly, it 
does not follow from the mere fact that the active expression of love is 
Found intrinsically good by human beings that a person who did not 
form friendships would be lacking something essential to his own 
‘good: there are lots of intrinsically good activities and no human life 
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can, in any event, contain them all (see note 5 above). To show that 
the active expression of love is necessary in any satisfactory human life 
requires further argument establishing the fundamental importance of 
this intrinsically good activity vis-a-vis others with which it might com- 
pete for a place in a person's life. Again, and for the same reason, it 
does not follow from the fact that people delight in being loved that 
‘one who had all the other goods in life would still want and need the 
love of others. This claim could only be made good by further argu- 
ment showing why, for human beings constituted as they actually are, 
this experience in particular is indispensable." The arguments we have 
‘examined (and, in the NE, only these) attempt this essential task— 
which is why I have focussed principally on them, What they do is to 
characterize friendship from several points of view in such a way as to 
make it clear why human beings should find friendship and the activi 
ties and experiences that constitute it so interesting and valuable, in 
themselves, as they do. According to Aristotle, we value, and are right 
to value, friendship so highly because itis only in and through intimate 
friendship that we can come to know ourselves and to regard our lives 
constantly as worth living. It must be granted, of course, that someone 
who was so constituted that he could achieve these results without 
forming friendships, as Aristotle plausibly thinks no actual human being, 
could, would have been given no strong reason to form them; he 
would at most have been told that the active expression of love is 
something intrinsically good and, as we have seen, this is no more than 
a prima facie, defeasible reason to form friendships. Hence anyone who 
thinks that, nonetheless, such a friendlless person would be leading a 
less than fully satisfactory life will not find in Aristotle anything to sup- 
port his view. It may be that such a view cannot be defended; but even 
if it can, 1 think it must be granted that Aristotle's arguments capture. 
an important part of what there is in love and friendship that is so. 
valuable for human beings 

Finally, this emphasis on the psychological benefits of friendship is 
not at all incompatible with the claim that, necessarily, a friend cares 
for and about another person's good in the same way in which that 
other person himself does so. If Aristotle is right, the psychological 
benefits he appeals to are not available to human beings unless one 
takes up the altruistic attitudes towards others which on his theory are 
essential to friendship. This is obviously true for the argument that only 
within the context of a friendship can one establish and maintain active. 
interests that are sufficiently secure and constant so that a continuously 
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active life can be constructed round them. This argument professes 10 
show why one should want to become the sort of person who shares. 
with others, on a basis of equality, his chief interests in life: the life of 
such a person, Aristotle argues, is more continuously active and inter- 
esting to him than anyone’ life can be who lives in the sort of psycho- 
logical isolation that the absence of friendship implies. But 1 think it is 
equally, though perhaps less obviously, true for his other argument, 
from the need for self-knowledge, as well. Admittedly, on this argu- 
ment the benefit which accrues to a person from being someone else's 
friend is the firm sense that his own preferred activities are morally 
good, On the other hand, Aristotle's point is that this sense is only 
achievable insofar as one first and more distinctly recognizes the moral 
goodness of the similar life and similar activities of another person. 
This means that one must regard the association with one's friend, 
through which one first comes 10 know him and in which one con- 
stantly renews one's knowledge thereafter, as an association with 
someone who is objectively good and whose life is worthwhile in pre- 
cisely the same sense as one's own. The motif of the friend as a mirror, 
which is indeed at best implicit in the Nicomachean argument, is not 
to be interpreted as meaning that on Aristotle's view a flourishing per- 
son treats his friend as a mere instrument by which to enhance his own 
selfesteem. On the contrary, this image implies that his self-esteem 
‘only gets the support he seeks insofar as he first has precisely the same 
esteem for the other person and his life, taken by itself, as he will come 
10 have for himself and his own life. Aristotle's argument, in short, is 
that in loving and valuing the other person for his own sake one be- 
‘comes able to love and value oneself, and this he offers in explanation 
and illumination of the fact that a friend loves and values his friend for 
his own sake, and places a high value on doing so. There is no reduc- 
tion here of friendship to narrow self-ove, nor, properly understood, 
does the need for self-knowledge emphasized in Aristotle's argument 
in any way undermine or render doubtful the recognition of the worth 
of the other person and his Me which we think (and Aristotle empha- 
sizes in his opening account of what friendship is) is essential to any 
relationship deserving of that name. 


Notes 


1 wish 10 thank Robert H. Bolton, GJ. Massey, Alexander Nehamas, Mac 
Smethurst and Charles M. Young for helpful comments on an early draft of this 
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paper. and Richard Kraut for his forthright criticisms ofa version of t ead at a 
University of Minnesota conference on Aristotle's ethics held in March, 1976. 

1. For a treatment of Aristotle’ theory of what friendship is see my "Aris- 
totle on the Forms of Friendship” (Review of Metaphysics, vol. 30, June, 1977) 

2. For these (and other) essential conditions of friendship see “Aristotle 
on the Forms of Friendship” (n. 1 above) 

3. The same contras is found in the EE The topic is introduced 
(1244023) as follows: aporeseie gar an tis poteron. ei tis eie kata panta 
autarkes, estat toutdi philos. Plainly, this question addresses itself to the need! 
‘of the flourishing man to have friends in the first place. Yet here too, when he 
comes round to answering his question (b21 IT.) Aristotle apparently shifts his 
ground, and discusses instead why the man who has friends will spend time. 
with them, ete 

4. See the footnote 10 1170419 in his translation (The Works of Aristotle 
Translated into English, Oxford: Clarendon Press 1915, vol DX) 

5. Alternatively. the argument might be interpreted as follows (1 state just 
the main points): Everything that is good by nature is choiceworthy in itself, 
and everything choiceworthy in itself is worthy of the good man's choice. Fur- 
thermore, the good and happy man must possess everything that is worthy of 
his choice, since without even one of these things his life will be lacking in. 
something it ought to have (cf. 1170514- 19). But association with people who 
are one's friends is by nature a good thing: this is o because in being aware of 
a friend and his activities one is, given that friends are “other selves,” aware of 
one's self, and being aware of oneself is admittedly good by nature, Hence it 
will be worthy of a good man's choice to have a friend, and therefore he must 
have a friend his Me is to be completely fulfilled and lacking in nothing 

‘This argument is unsound. First, it is not true that the good person's Ife 
will be defective if he lacks any of the things that are goal by nature and in 
themselves. No one can have all the things that are goexl in themselves; there 
are too many such things, and of too many distinct types (cf. my Reason and. 
Human Good in Aristotle, Cambridge: Marvard Universite Press, 1975, pp. 129- 
130). Card games are good in themselves, but it does not follow that a person. 
who never learns to play cards leads a less than flourishing. Me for that reason, 
I having friends truly is necessary to the flourishing life it must, then, be be- 
Cause friends are more than merely gox« in themselves to have. Secondly, even 
if it was granted, as perhaps it ought to be, that self-iwareness is a sufficiently 
important goexLin itself to be a compulsory component of the flourishing life, 
it would still not follow that friends are a compulsory component of this Me 
‘To show that, one would have to show that selfawareness is only or best ob- 
{ainable through the observation of one's friends, and (see below, p. 295) this 
docs not seem true. 

6. Despite the remarks of W.F.R Hane, Aristotle's Ethical Theory (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1968), pp. 331 f. I is doubtless true, as Hardie points out 
that Aristotle pays no attention in this argument 10 the fact that, however 
closely one may be attached 10 another person, one can never experience his 
thoughts and actions in just the way one experiences one's own. But itis not 
clear how this is supposed to matter to Aristotle's argument. It remains true. 
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that fends do take interest in and derive pleasure from one another's 
thoughts and actions, and that the interest they take in them is akin to the 
interest they take in their own 

7. Noris there hint in this direction in the BE argument, 1244523124559. 

8. Notes on the Nicomacbean Elbics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1892), p. 
m 

9. Translated by St. G. Stock (The Works of Aristotle. „vol, IX), except 
for the first sentence, which is taken from G. C. Armstrong's translation (Loeb 
Classical Library, Arístote, vol. XVII |Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1935)) 

10. Thus H concur with Gauthier in his judgment that “toute cette argumen 
tation, pretendue plus profonde et qui n'est que plus laboricuse, tourne court” 
(R-A. Gauthier and J. Y. Jolf, Aristote: L'Élbique à Nicomaque, Louvain and. 
Paris: Publications Universitaires de Louvain, 1958, p. 693). Our reasons for this 
conclusion are, however, not the same. 

11. It shoukd be borne in mind here and in what follows that having 4 good. 
character, om Arstotle's theory, requires not merely correct. practical judy 
ments (having a certain reasoned conception of how one ought to live) but 
also, and even more, having this conception embedded in one's desires and 
thereby making it effective in one's actions. Thus to know one is virtuous re- 
{quires knowing (1) what Ihe desires are that in fact motivate one's actions, and 
(2) that these desires depend upon the same scheme of ends as one's rea 
soned conception defines for one's Me. And while t may not be hard to know 
what one's considered view of how to live is, and even that this view is the 
‘correct one, itis quite another, and much more difficult, hing to know what 
conception of how to live is embodied in the desires that actually motivate 
‘one’s actions. In any event, it ts essential to keep in mind that the sell-knowl- 
dire required for flourishing is knowledge of what actually motivates one's 
actions, not just of what intellectualized theory of living one is prepared to 
defend. 

12. For the theme of seliknowledge through examination of a reflection of 
the sell in the mirror of another self, sce Plato, Alcibiades 1, 132c-133c. This 
passage may be the source of the MM's analogy. In explicating the MATS use of 
the analogy 1 have built especially on two features emphasized in the text. First, 
the goux! man is represented as looking at another person and his life in order 
tw see a reflection of himself. And second, by observing this person's Ile he 
sees clearly what his own life is actually ike: one cannot see what one is from 
‘oneself (1213416), but one can see this, Le, one can overcome this bias, by 
looking to another who is one’s fiend. The author plainly is not saying that 
‘one evades the effects of bias by tying to find out by observing from some- 
‘one's hehavior towards oneself what his opinion of one is. I is by observing 
bis personal qualities, not by guessing his judgment of one's own, that one 
receives the sort of confirmation that is at issue here. And it is impossible to 
see how this can be supposed to happen unless, as in my expansion, one takes 
the knowledge acquired in looking at the "mirror" and refers it hack to oneself 
knowing that this other person has the same or very similar qualities to oneself. 
(this follows from his being a true friend, one's "other self"), and having ob- 
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served that his character is viruous, one new knows that one's own personal 
qualities are virtuous as well 

13, T translate shedrein here as “study” (instead of "sce" or "observe" or 
"contemplate") in order to make it clear that Aristotle is saying something 
much stronger here than merely that the goo man wants to be aware of good 
actions and takes pleasure in that. In this context theóreín is no mere equiva- 
lent of aísthanestha: as often in Aristotle, even where it implies the usc of the 
senses, the word carries overtones of concentrated study, of the sort involved 
in theoretical knowledge (its other principal meaning in Aristotle. So neither 
‘of the two central claims of this argument is found in the later argument at 
11794113419; nor, for the same reason, i the Further claim made here. that the 
‘good man enjoys (ie, enjoys studying) the good actions of his friend, equiva 
lent to the later claim that he enjoys (te, enjoys perceiving) them. IF MAT 
121341026 corresponds to anything in NE IX. 9 it must he o 169528 1170404, 
certainly not to 1170013 I 

14, Hake it that the clause in parentheses (he gar spoudaios — Iupeitat) 
is meant to explain why one should expect the morally goo person to he 
continuously active. A morally good person enjoys virtuous action and (cf. 
1175430-36, 613-16) what one enjoys doing one rends 10 keep on doing; hence. 
a virtuous person shoul! tend to be continuously active when engaged in virtu 
ous pursuits, But, as Aristotle has just pointed out, a solitary person cannot 
manage to be continuously active at anything. I follows that a elitry does not 
really enjoy anything very much. Hence the principle that virtuous action is 
pleasant for the virtuous person must be understood as carrying with it the 
acit assumption that such persons live their lives in soxtal union with others 

15. Cf. 1170910-14: "[The flourishing person] needs, therefore, to be con: 
scious of his friend's existence, and this would come about in their ling 10- 
gether and sharing in discussion and though: for this would seem to be what 
living together means for human beings, and not, as for catle, feeding in the. 
same place." Evidently the soltariness Aristote finde so debiltting is at least 
as much a matter of psychological as of physical isolation. 

16. Lowe this suggestion to Richard Kraut. 

17. Throughout the discussion which follows 1 am indebted! to à paper of 
‚Annette C. Baier's (Intention, Practical Knowledge and Representation,” pre- 
sented at the May, 1975, Winnipeg Conference on Human Action and due to 
appear in Action Theory, ed. Myles Brand and Douglas Walton, forthcoming, 
from D. Reidel), and to conversations with her 

18, Of the arguments of NE IX. 9 1 have omitted to discuss the three found 
In 11690822, since these, although they are put forward as supporting the 
view, which Aristotle himself favors, that a flourishing, person needs friends, 
belong to the setting up of the dialectical problem and are not part of the 
solution to it. Strictly speaking, Aristote’s defense of his view is to be looked. 
for not in these preparatory remarks, but in the official response which follows 
(As usual, some aspects of the preliminary arguments are preserved in the 
solution.) I have omitted ro discuss also the brief argument, which does form 
part of the solution Aristotle proposes, that by living together as friends good 
persons sharpen and train their moral sensibility (117@11-13). this nught to. 
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hok only, as indeed its source (Theognis) makes clear, for the association 
between a young and nox fully formed person and someone older and morally 
more mature. It does not apply to ll friendships, nor, apparently, to those that 
Aristotle wants most especially to defend, the friendships between equally 
go0d, fully developed persons, 

19. Richard Kraut in "The Importance of Love in Aristotle's Ethics,” available 
‘now from the Philosophy Research Archives, goes seriously astray in supposing 
that from these isolated remarks taken by themselves one can construct an 
adequate defense of the valuc of friendship (sce sect. IL of his paper, esp. p. 
13, and further remarks at pp. 14, 16, 26). For the reasons noted in the text, 
they are quite inconclusive 

20. Lam grateful to Michael Batman for forcing me to clarify the argument 
ofthe Last two paragraphs. 
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Feminism and Aristotle's 
Rational Ideal 


Marcia 1. Homiak 


Several years ago, as part of a meeting of the Society for Women in 
Philosophy, I was asked, along with two other feminist philosophers 
‘working on canonical male figures In the history of philosophy, to par- 
ticipate in a panel entitled "Whar's a Nice Girl like Me Doing in a Place 
like This?" The title reflected the organizers’ view that there was some- 
thing politically suspect about feminists working on established male 
figures—and something particularly suspect in this case, where the 
three philosophers in question (Aristotle, Hobbes, and Kant) were well- 
known for their benighted views on women." How could we reconcile 
our commitment to feminism with a scholarly life devoted to the study 
of philosophers who explicitly describe women as inferior to men, as 
unfit for the best life available to human beings, as incapable of being 
full moral agents? 

In addition to these long acknowledged problems regarding women, 
there have recently come to be other difficulties associated with work- 
ing on Aristotle, Hobbes, and Kant. With the growing interest in revis- 
ing and reorganizing the “canon” of the humanities, so as to include. 
works by and about not only women, but also non-Western and non- 
white peoples, devoting one's scholarly life to the study of Aristotle, 
Hobbes, and Kant seems to be an even more egregious departure from 
progressive values and ways of life. For the use and teaching of canoni- 
cal works, which are predominantly white and male, has encouraged 
an ignorant and prejudiced view of works, writers, and subject matters 
outside the canon. Moreover, many of the values associated with ca- 
nonical works have, historically, been used to denigrate and oppress 
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women, nonwhite men, and the uneducated in general’ Thus teaching 
the works of the traditional canon has encouraged not only ignorance 
and elitism but also sexism and racism. 

have said that the values associated with the traditional canon have 
historically been used to denigrate women, nonwhite men, and the 
uneducated, One might think this historical fact renders these values 
themselves suspect. They may be thought skewed and incomplete or, 
worse yet, inherently Western, Eurocentric, or masculine. 1 want to cx- 
plore one value in particular that is associated with most of Western 
philosophy and with much of the traditional humanistic canon. 1 am 
referring to the value of reason and to the value of exercising one's 
rational faculties. Aristotle, Kant, and Hobbes each recommends, as the 
best life available to human beings, a rational life, though each has a 
different view about what this life requires and includes. 1 shall discuss 
‘only Aristotle's views on these matters, and I shall argue that his picture 
of the rational life is neither inherendly masculine nor inherently ex- 
ploitative. Instead, I shall claim, his ideal is worthy of emulation by both 
women and men. 
Ethical systems that promote rationality as an ideal have recently 
come under considerable criticism from feminist scholars. Much of this 
criticism has been influenced by Carol Gilligan's work comparing girls’ 
and boys’ ways of reasoning about ethical questions.* In her work In a 
Different Voice, for example, Gilligan suggests that males and females 
have, in general, different orientations or perspectives toward moral 
values and moral strategies. Women tend to adopt a "care" perspec- 
in which what matters to them is the preservation of relationships. 
and connection with others; men tend to adopt a "justice" perspective, 
in which what matters is acting on impartial and universalizable princi- 
ples. Since relationships are matters of intimacy and personal feeling, 
the care perspective is associated with a focus on emotion, especially 
on the altruistic emotions. Since impartial and universalizable princi- 
ples are a result of reasoned reflection about what to do, where such 
reflection is carried out without the distractions of emotion and with- 
out a prejudiced concern for one's own interests or the interests of 
specific others, the justice perspective is associated with rationality and 
with the value of one's status as a rational being capable of such reflec- 
tions 

‘Thus the basis of the feminist criticism of rational ideals is that such 
deals, in their application to moral questions, ignore the role of emo- 
tion and of the nonuniversalizable particularity of human life But 
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these domains, of emotion and of specific and particular relationshi 
are the domains historically associated with women. Hence, the ratio- 
nal ideal suggests that the concerns most typical of women's lives are 
irrelevant to the best human life and to reasoning about what to do, 
Lawrence Blum has described the type of philosopher whom Gilligan's 
work has been used to attack, the type Blum calls the "moral rational- 
ist": “It is the male qualities whose highest expression he naturally 
takes as his model. In the same way it is natural for him to ignore or 
underplay the female qualities as they are found in his society— 
sympathy, compassion, emotional responsiveness. . .. The moral ratio- 
nalist philosopher thus both reflects the sexual value hierarchy of his 
society and indirectly gives it a philosophic grounding and legitima- 
tion." Not only are the concerns of women irrelevant to the rational 
ideal but they also may be thought to be incompatible with it. I that is 
so, then the rational ideal suggests that women are not capable of living 
moral lives, 

In effect, the rational ideal suggests that the best human le and a 
moral life is available only to those who engage in the kind of rational 
reflection necessary to determine properly how to live. We have seen 
how such an ideal tends to exclude women's concerns from the moral 
Wife, or women themselves from the moral life, if women are thought 
incapable of the necessary rational reflection. As I have mentioned, the 
rational ideal can also be taken to exclude other persons whose lives 
tend not to be associated with the rational. In Aristotle's view, for exam- 
ple, menial laborers are not fit to be citizens of the best state, since 
Aristotle believes that menial labor is a deterrent to engaging in the 
rational activity characteristic of human beings. More broadly, the ratio- 
nal ideal can be taken to exclude persons who have been associated 
with the body and bodily functions rather than with rational activity, 
however rational activity is to be understood. Oppressive stereotypes 
of “inferior” peoples have tended to include images of their lives as 
determined by what is animal or bodily. This is a way in which the 
rational ideal can support prejudiced views of nonwhites and unedu- 
cated people. 

But the fact that the rational ideal has been, or can be, used to ex- 
‘elude particular groups from that ideal does not show that the rational 
ideal is defective. Even assuming one could establish that particular 
groups actually possessed the characteristics on which their exclusion 
was based—for example, that they were more "physical" or more 
"compassionate""—one would have to show that their having these 
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characteristics is incompatible with the rational ideal. And even if it 
‘could be shown that having these characteristics is incompatible with 
living according to the rational ideal, shat would not be sufficient 10 
show that the rational ideal is suspect or even that it is incomplete. The 
problem might lic, instead, with the way these “non-rational” charac- 
teristics are being understood. It is possible that, upon examining them 
carefully, they may not be found worthy of emulation. The rational 
ideal may emerge as a more attractive model after all. 

1 want to examine Aristotle's picture of the rational ideal, and to 
explore its worthiness to serve as a model for a good human life, by 
looking at three groups that fail, in Aristotle's opinion, to embody the 
rational ideal. These groups are menial laborers, slaves, and women of 
varying political status. Once we see how these people fail to embody 
the rational ideal, we can understand more clearly what we are commit- 
ted 10 in living according to that ideal. Then we will be in a better 
position to determine whether Aristotle's rational ideal is incompatible 
with the traits of character typically associated with women (for exam- 
ple, with being more caring, more compassionate, more altruistic) and 
whether it is incompatible with a more “physical” or "bodily" life. 

1 shall argue that his ideal is not incompatible with being altruistic or 
with performing physical labor. But, 1 shall claim, if altruistic traits of 
character and physical work are not themselves to become oppressive, 
they must include precisely the activities Aristotle describes as rational. 
1 shall treat the compatibility between the rational ideal and physical 
work relatively briefly, since the main focus of my concern is the rela- 
tionship between caring for another and being rational, as Aristotle 
understands it. On the view I shall propose, being caring and compas- 
sionate must be expressed within a life lived according to the rational 
ideal, or else these traits become destructive and unhealthy. To expli 
cate destructive care, 1 use examples of contemporary women's lives, 
since they are often structured so as to preclude women from exercis- 
ing the rational activities Aristotle most valued. Thus some of Aristotle's 
reservations about women's lives are sustained, though not, of course, 
for the reasons he offered. If my interpretation of the rational ideal is 
correct, and the activities Aristotle considers rational are critical com- 
ponents of a nonoppressive life, then we have good reason to embrace 
his ideal rather than to reject i. 


Psychological Freedom in Aristotle's Ideal State 


Aristote recognizes different sociopolitical classes or categories of 
women and men. These classes are ordered along a spectrum that re- 
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flects the different degrees to which individuals have realized the ca- 
pacities and traits characteristic of human beings, where these 
capacities and traits are understood to be rational. To the extent that 
one fails fully to realize these capacities and traits, one fails to be fully 
human. At the extreme end of this socio-political spectrum, some indi- 
viduals—namely (natural) slaves—aren't really human beings at all and 
hence are not women and men, properly speaking,” Because they lack 
crucial rational characteristics, Aristotle thinks they can justifiably be 
treated differently from other individuals who more completely realize 
human capacities and traits. There is, in effect, a hierarchical ordering, 
of different human natures, according to which those who completely 
realize their human nature rule all those who do not or cannot 

In Aristotle's ideal state there are three broad categories of men: 
citizens; free persons who are not citizens, including artisans, trades: 
men, and day laborers" (for the sake of convenience, 1 shall refer to 
these persons simply as menial or manual laborers); and persons who 
are neither free nor citizens (slaves). Male citizens spend the major 
portion of their adult lives in democratic decision-making (after serving 
in che military when young and before becoming priests when too old) 
(Politics {hereafter Pol | 13292-34). They are members of the assem- 
bly, members of juries, city officials of various kinds, and so on. They 
take turns ruling and being ruled (Pol. 1332b26-27; 1295b14-27), Rul- 
ing is the activity that distinguishes these men from other groups of 
men in the political community. The suggestion is that through partici- 
patory democracy with other citizens like themselves, they alone fully 
realize their characteristic human rational capacities and traits, These 
rational powers, associated with the rational part of the soul (Nicoma- 
chean Ethics \herealter EN] 1139a12), consists of deciding, choosing, 
discriminating, judging, planning, and so forth (EN 1170b10ff.)." 

Menial laborers should not, according to Aristotle, be citizens in the 
best state, presumably because menial labor, in Aristotle's view, im 
pedes the full exercise of one's rational powers (cf. Pol. 1277b2-6; 
1278320-21). How is this so? (i) One answer might be that menial labor 
involves much routine and monotonous work, in which little use is 
made of choosing, judging, deciding, and discriminating, There is little 
room for the personal style and self-expression that characterize more 
interesting and challenging activity. But obviously this need not always 
be the case. Though the sculptor Pheidias counts as a menial laborer, 
his work involves highly sophisticated decision-making and discrimina- 
tion. If his doing manual labor impedes the full expression of his ratio- 
nal powers, it must do so in some other way. (i) We must consider not 
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only the work Pheidias does but also the conditions under which he 
does it. Like other menial laborers, Pheidias’s decision-making powers 
are constrained by his need to survive. He must travel to the cities. 
where his skills are needed, and the building projects he oversees must. 
fit the constraints imposed by city officials or private citizens. The exer- 
cise of his rational powers is limited by, and therefore dependent upon, 
other people's decisions and desires. In this way he does not have. 
complete control over his own decisions and actions 

‘This lack of control is evidenced in at least two ways, First, the fact 
that Pheidias's decisions and actions are constrained by his need 10 
earn a living may require him to compromise his moral principles. He 
may be “compelled” by his superiors (cf. EN 1110325) to act in ways 
he would not ordinarily choose. His actions are then a combination of 
the voluntary and the involuntary (EN 1110411-19). Second, even if 
Pheidlias is not required to take "mixed" actions (EN 1110211), the fact 
that his decisions and actions are constrained by the desires of others 
means that he cannot fully express his conception of what is worth 
sculpting, how it is to be done, and so on. He cannot design and direct 
the project according to his own ideas of what is interesting and impor- 
tant, He must accommodate his creations to the values of others. 

In Aristotle's view, then, the citizen and the menial laborer (in con- 
trast to the citizen and the slave) have the same psychological capacı- 
ties, What distinguishes them are the circumstances under which they 
choose and decide. The menial laborer does work that often does not 
require much decision-making. More important, however, is the fact 
that the laborer's concern for economic survival constrains his deci- 
sion-making, in that he does not have complete control over what work 
he is to do and how it is to be accomplished. On the other hand, a 
natural slave, in Aristotle's view lacks the very capacity for deliberation 
and decision (Pol. 1260212). So, presumably, if he were not a slave, he 
woukd not be able to control his own life even to the extent that a 
menial laborer can. A slave acts wholly in the interests of another per- 
son; this is why he is not free (Pol. 127832-37). To the extent that a 
‘manual laborer lacks control over his life and must act in accordance 
with what others desire and require of him, his lie is slavish (Rhetoric 
136723233) 

Indeed, to the extent that any person's life is not the product of his 
own decisions and desires and is overly or improperly dependent on 
the desires, decisions, and opinions of other people, Aristotle deems 
that person's life slavish. In the Nicomachean Ethics, for example, Aris- 
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totle is able to say of various nonvirtuous male citizens in nonideal 
states that their lives are slavish. Of course, it is difficult to be precise 
about what constitutes "too much" or the "wrong kind" of depen- 
dence on others’ decisions and desires. Surely every person who is not 
self-sufficient is dependent on others’ actions and decisions. But many 
forms of dependence that arise from the absence of self-sufficiency are 
innocuous in that they do not undermine one's status as a rational 
being, I may not be able to fulfill my desire for hazelnut ice cream if 
there is no one to make it available to me; however, because I do not 
produce it myself and must rely on others to do so does not render 
me unable to make the sorts of decisions that serve to realize my spe- 
cific rational abilities or the rational abilities I share with other rational 
beings. What Aristotle wants to avoid, and which he thinks only the 
virtuous person successfully avoids, is the kind of dependence on oth- 
ers that impedes, rather than encourages and extends, the full realiza- 
tion of one’s rational abilities. 

Let me illustrate with some examples from the Nicomachean Ethics. 
Aristotle tells us that the inirascible person is slavish in that he is willing 
10 accept insults to himself and to overlook insults to his family and. 
associates (EN 1126a7-8). He does not have enough self-esteem to 
allow himself to get angry at others‘ ill treatment of himself, his family, 
and his friends. He lacks confidence in his own judgments and percep- 
tions and will have a tendency to accept the judgments and percep: 
tions of others as correct. Hence, he is apt to allow others 10 make 
decisions for him. Flatterers are another example of servile persons 
(112522). They want to improve their position by gaining the favor of 
more privileged people (EN 1127a7-9). To do this, they must accept 
the correctness of the privileged person's desires and decisions, and 
thus they must accept a situation in which many of their decisions are, 
in effect, made for them by others. Flatterers and inirascible people are 
in a psychological situation analogous to that of skilled menial laborers 
like Pheidias. 

Aristotle describes intemperate people as slavish too, but not be- 
cause others make decisions for them. Indeed, intemperates may con- 
trol their lives in just the ways that inirascible people and flatterers 
do not. They may make their own decisions, and they may be able 
to implement their decisions without having to accommodate others’ 
preferences and interests. But they misuse their rational powers and 
undermine their development in that the activities they enjoy make 
too little use of these powers. Intemperate people enjoy physical sensa- 
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tions rather than the discriminating and choosing that surrounds tast- 
ing and touching (EN 1118232-b1). Their psychological situation is like 
that of menial laborers whose work is routine and monotonous. There 
is so litle decision-making going on that even natural slaves, who lack 
the powers of deliberation and decision, can experience the intemper- 
aue person's enjoyments (EN 117747). 

In contrast to these various slavish types is the male citizen of Aristot- 
{e's ideal state. He is different even from a Pheidias who has full control 
over the specific sculptural projects he is engaged in. On Aristotle's 
view, not even such a Pheidias would have fully realized his powers of 
choosing and deciding. The male citizens of Aristotle's ideal state fully 
realize their characteristic human powers in the political activity of 
democratic decision-making. They realize their human powers fully in 
these circumstances because the deliberations involved in democratic 
decisionmaking are comprehensive and overarching, Here the exercise 
of the human powers is not restricted to specific decisions about what 
statues to sculpt, what materials to use, and so on. Rather, these are 
higher-level decisions about what is best for the community itself, So 
they would include decisions about other, more specific activites (cf 
EN 1094327). The exercise of the human powers is generalized and 
extended to cover virtually every aspect of human life, including, for 
example, questions of war and peace, finance, legistation, public works, 
cultural projects, and sexual matters. 

As far as men are concerned, then, we can determine a ranking from 
the complete human being who is able to actualize his powers fully 
because he is a politically active citizen of the ideal state, 10 a slave who 
cannot actualize the characteristic human powers because he is with- 
‘out them to begin with. In between are various types of incomplete, 
slavish persons, ranging from wealthy aristocrats (in nonideal states) 10 
manual laborers 

What about the women who are the wives or companions of these 
difterent men, the wives of free citizens in the ideal state, the wives of 
free citizens in nonideal states, the wives of manual laborers, and the 
female companions of slaves? (1 do not discuss unmarried daughters, 
since, for our purposes, their situations will not differ markedly from 
those of married women and married female slaves.) 

Although Plato seems to have had moderately progressive views 
about some women (namely, those he thought capable of ruling the 
state),"" Aristotle's views on women's nature are, without exception, 
objectionable. Aristotle claims that free women cannot be fully actual- 
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ized human beings, no matter what their political status, since they are, 
like slaves, naturally defective. Although free women do not lack the 
capacity for deliberation and decision, as slaves do, their capacity for 
deliberation, Aristotle says, is not “authoritative” (Pol 1260413). 
Women are contrasted with (presumably male, free) children, whose 
deliberative capacities are merely “incomplete” (ateles, Pol. 1260214). 
The deliberative capacity in women, then, we may assume, is perma- 
nently stunted. Unlike free, male children, no amount of education and. 
practice in decision-making, and no change in their economic or social 
circumstances, will enable women to deliberate properly about what is. 
best. They may give too much weight 10 what is pleasant or to what 
appcars to be good. In effect, a woman may give over the rule of her 
soul to its non-rational part and thereby endanger the proper function- 
ing of the household (cf. 1254báff.)."" Hence, decisions about what is 
best must be made for her by men. A free woman's life will always, 
then, be stavish, since her life is not controlled by her own decisions. 

Because natural slaves lack one of the features characteristic of 
human beings, they cannot, strictly speaking, be human beings, and 
hence they cannot be women or men—that is, they cannot be adult 
members of the human species. (1 say they cannot "strictly speaking" 
be human beings, because it seems clear that Aristotle be EN 
1161A34fl, where Aristotle admits that there can be friendship and jus- 
tice between masters and slaves "to the extent that a slave is a human 
being."*) But despite this species difference between free persons and 
slaves, itis hard to see the extent to whích the life of any free woman 
is relevantly different, in regard to her departure from the ideal of fully 
realized human being, from that of a slave (male or female). Although 
a free woman presumably can deliberate about how best to carry out 
the decisions of her husband, or father, her actions are ultimately de- 
termined by the decisions of free men, as are those of slaves. Perhaps 
this is why Aristotle does not bother to discuss female slaves in any 
detail. As far as their legal status is concerned, it is the same as that of 
male slaves. As far as their psychological status is concerned, it scems 
no different, relative to the ideal, from that of free women. 


Is Aristotle's Ideal Exploitative or Musculine? 


I have sketched a view of psychological freedom in Aristotle, according 
to which a complete human being is one who fully realizes his charac- 
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teristically human powers (the powers of judging, choosing, deciding, 
planning, discriminating, and so on) in the political activity of demo- 
cratic decision-making. Democratic decision-making is characterized by 
a political structure that is egalitarian (each citizen participates equally 
in decision-making) and comprehensive (cach citizen participates 
equally in the same, broad type of decision-making). Citizens partici- 
pate in decisions about matters that fundamentally affect the course of 
their lives. These higher-level decisions influence the lower-level deci- 
sions individuals make about the specific life-plans they pursue (cf. EN 
1094327). 

Two questions arise about the life Aristotle admires and recom- 
mends, First, does the realization of this ideal life require that some 
segments of the political community exploit the labor of other seg- 
ments so that they (the exploiters) have time for the decision-making. 
involved in ruling? And, second, is this ideal life inherently masculine? If 
we answer either question affirmatively, we have good reason to reject 
Aristotle's recommendations. 1 think there is a fairly straightforward 
response to the first question. I shall indicate that briefly here." Most 
of my attention will be directed to the second question. 

Aristotle believes that the realization of the life he admires does re- 
quire that rulers exploit menial laborers, since he believes that the con- 
ditions under which menial labor is performed will involve the laborer 
in relations of dependence that prevent the full actualization of the 
rational powers. Hence, rulers cannot be menial laborers. As I have 
suggested, Aristotle is not crazy to believe this. But it is important to 
distinguish between a menial life (a life whose main activity is menial 
labor performed under conditions of dependence) and a life that may 
involve menial labor but is not restricted to it. Aristotle may be correct 
to think that a life restricted to menial labor (where such labor can be 
monotonous, routine, exhausting, and carried out for the sake of an 
end external to it—housework is a good modern example) will demand 
litle use of the human rational powers and will impede the develop- 
ment of the type of character one needs to exhibit the moral virtues. 
But surely he would not be correct to think that engaging in some 
menial labor, as part of a life that is devoted to the full expression of 
the rational powers, will have a devastating effect upon character. In- 
deed, as he notes at Pol. 133349-11: "Actions do not differ as honor- 
able or dishonorable in themselves so much as in the end and intention 
of them.’ Just as citizens take turns ruling and being ruled, then, they 
could take their turns at menial labor, while preserving for themselves 
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the type of life that Aristotle considers fully human. Thus, as far as 1 
can tell, the best kind of life, from Aristorle's point of view, does not 
require, even given his views about the dangers of menial labor, that 
some persons take up lives of menial labor to provide the necessities 
for others who live political lives. 

1 have considered whether the ideal described by Aristotle is neces- 
sarily exploitative. I have argued that if citizens determine how the me- 
nial labor is to be carried out, they will not involve themselves in the 
dehumanizing relations of dependence Aristotle found so objection- 
able. And if the menial labor is distributed among the citizens in ways 
50 as not to absorb much of any one citizen's time, then there is no 
reason to think that the possible monotony of some menial labor will 
impede the continuing exercise of the human rational powers. 

One point should perhaps be emphasized. Aristotle's citizens enjoy 
the complete exercise of the human rational powers that participation 
in ruling provides. Therefore they want to avoid both the skavishness 
of a menial life and the slavishness of a Pheidian life. For, as we have 
seen, Pheidias's life, though involving sophisticated and subtle uses of 
the human powers, remains seriously limited and incomplete, Just as 
Aristotle is not crazy to think that a life of routine menial labor is incom- 
patible with his rational ideal, so too he is not crazy to think that a 
"physical" life of the Pheidian type is also defective and incomplete 
But this does not commit Aristotle to the view that physical activity 
self is dehumanizing. There is nothing to prevent Aristotle's demo- 
cratic decision-makers from being artisans and tradespeople, as well as 
farmers and warriors. 

1 now consider the second issue I raised above—that is, the issue of 
whether Aristotle's ideal is masculine, and, if so, whether this is reason 
to reject it. 1 take it that the ideal is considered masculine because the 
life considered most worth living is the life in which the characteristic 
human powers, considered as rational powers, are fully realized. Since, 
as 1 suggested at the outset, reason and rational deliberation have, in 
the history of Western thought, been associated primarily with men, 
and since the non-rational (which includes passions, emotions, and 
feelings, all of which are thought 10 have some relation to the body) 
have been associated with women, to recommend a way of life that 
praises and prizes reason over all else is implicitly at least to denigrate 
what has traditionally been associated with women. And, historically, 
10 accept a view that prizes and praises reason above all else provides. 
room not only for sexist views but also for racist views views that 
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denigrate other peoples because they have traditionally been thought 
‘more bodily or more physical than white males. Indeed, we have seen 
this tendency 10 be true of Aristotle, whose view of slaves and women 
as less than fully rational enables him to justify their low status in the 
political community. 

I want to consider whether Aristotle's view of the rational, in particu- 
lar, requires a devaluation of the non-rational side of the human being, 
‘This might be true if his view were a simple one, in which reason 
"rules" in some straightforward way over the passions, emotions, and 
feelings. Bur his view is not simple. 1 shall suggest, instead, that in 
Aristotle's virtuous person, the proper development of the nonrational 
side of the person can be seen to constrain and limit the operations of 
the rational side. In effect, it is as if to say that the rational part of the 
virtuous person's soul cannot work properly unless it is properly 
guided by the non-rational part 

Both Plato and Aristotle insist that the non-rational part of the soul 
(which includes appetites, feelings, emotions, and passions) must be 
case of Plato, before one can begin to think suffi 
ciently abstractly ultimately to see the Form of the Good, and, in the 
case of Aristotle, before one can learn how to deliberate properly about 
the contents of the best life (before, that is, one can acquire practical 
wisdom). For Aristotle, many of the individual virtues involve feeling or 
responding in the appropriate way. For example, it is a vice to take too 
much pleasure in eating, drinking, and sexual activity; itis also a vice 
10 take insufficient pleasure in these activities. lt is a vice to get too 
angry, or angry at the wrong times, or angry toward the wrong persons, 
and so on. But itis also a vice not to get angry or to exhibit anger at 
the situation is appropriate for anger. It is a 
vice to feel 100 much fear or not enough, or to feel it on the wrong 
‘occasions or toward the wrong persons. Reason, by itself, cannot create 
these feelings; nor can reason, by itself, destroy them. If reason could. 
create or destroy feelings, then Aristotle would not be faced with the 
problem of akrasia (EN VIL.1-3). Thus the first things to note about 
Aristotle's rational ideal are that it does not involve the suppression of 
feeling and emotion and passion and that if reason does rule over pas- 
sion, its rule does not consist either in producing or in destroying pas- 
sion, Nor does it consist simply in offering some general directives to 
the non-rational side of the soul, since there are no rules or rational 
guidelines for determining how much of an emotion or feeling is ap- 
propriate in different situations (EN 1109b21-24). 
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More important, however, is the psychological basis for all the differ- 
ent virtues. 1 have argued elsewhere? that they can be viewed as ex 
pressions of what Aristotle calls true selflove. The virtuous person is 
characterized by a love of what is most himself—that is, by a love of 
the exercise of the human rational powers, where these are the powers 
of judging, choosing, deciding, and discriminating that 1 have listed 
before (EN 1168b34—1169a3; cf. 116827-9 and 1170b10F). In enjoying, 
the exercise of his rational powers, the true selFlover enjoys rational 
activity in general rather than a particular kind of rational activity. His 
life is therefore broadly based; it is not devoted to the pursuit of spe- 
ialized goals or to the completion of specialized projects. The true 
selflover enjoys the intricacies and subtleties of different intellectual 
endeavors and also the intricacies and subtleties of endeavors not con- 
sidered intellectual: he enjoys playing, or watching, a good game of 
baseball or tennis; he delights in telling a story others will appreciate. 
or in finding just the right gift for a special occasion; he enjoys pleasing, 
and benefiting his friends. 

In loving what is characteristic of himself, the virtuous person enjoys. 
who he is and what he can do. His self-ove is thus a kind of self-estcem 
and self-confidence. But as my examples of self-expression have indi- 
cated, true self-love is to be distinguished from the self-love that we 
associate with selfishness and that we normally condemn (EN 1X.) 
Given that the virtuous person enjoys rational activity in a general way, 
he is able to take pleasure both from the exercise of his own rational 
powers and from others’ exercise of these powers, 

The selflove Aristotle admires becomes even more generalized and 
more stable when a person exercises the human rational powers in 
political activity where decision-making is shared and evenly distrib- 
uted. SelFlove is more generalized because its source, the exercise of 
the human rational powers, is now extended to cover comprehensive, 
higher-level decisions, as well as decisions about activities specific 10 
one's own life. And because the decision-making has been extended in 
this way, it is flexible and less vulnerable to changes in circumstance 
and fortune than a more specialized exercise of rational activity would 
be. Democratic decision-makers can adjust to changes in circumstance 
and can redirect the use of their abilities to meet these changes, Hence 
the more stable and continuous their self-esteem will be. But for some- 
one whose decision-making powers have been focused on a particular 
activity, self-esteem is tied to the success of that particular activity. 
Hence, this person's self-esteem is precarious and easily upset. Th 
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person is like Aristotle's professional soldiers who, though (improp- 
erly) confident from past success, tum and run when circumstances 
are against them (EN 116b15-17) 

The enjoyment that a person takes in who he is and in what he does, 
though its source and basis is the exercise of the rational powers, is 
not itself an instance of such exercise. Although enjoyment may be 
produced by rational deliberation, the pleasure taken in rational delib- 
ration, like the enjoyment we take in any other activity, is non-rational, 
‘This affects the extent to which my enjoyment can be altered by ratio- 
nal deliberation, even if rational deliberation is what I enjoy and even 
if that deliberation produces rational desires for what 1 enjoy. When, 
for example, I want to play tennis because 1 enjoy it, I desire to play 
because I find it pleasant, not because | believe playing tennis is good 
for my health. In this sense, my desire to play tennis is non-rational. I 
might also want to play tennis because I think it is good for my health, 
and 1 might have reached this conclusion on the basis of deliberation 
about what conduces to my good overall. The desire to play tennis that 
arises from such deliberation is therefore rational, and it can be altered 
by further such deliberation. If 1 cease to believe that playing tennis is 
‘good for my health, E will cease to want to play tennis for that reason. 
My newly acquired beliefs produce a rational aversion to tennis. But na 
such deliberations will undermine my general non-rational desire to 
play tennis. If 1 somehow come to believe (correctly) that 1 no longer 
‘enjoy playing tennis, my having that belief is an indication that I have 
already stopped liking tennis. In this case, my beliefs do not produce 
my non-rational aversion. It comes about in some other way. The same 
holds for my non-rational enjoyment of rational activity itself, which, 
(on Aristotle's view, accounts for my having selfove. 

‘On the assumption, then, that Aristotle's virtues require selflove and 
that they can be understood as different ways in which self-love is ex- 
pressed, being virtuous is importantly a matter of having one's non- 
rational desires properly structured. Without the appropriate back- 
ground of non-rational desire, the agent will not perceive correctly the 
nature of situations calling for practical decision and action and will 
thus respond in ways that Aristote describes as non-virtous rather 
than virtuous. Aristotle's notoriously vague remarks at EN 1144234-36 
are consistent with the idea that the structure of one’s non-rational 
desires crucially affects one’s ability to perceive practical situations cor- 
rectly: “[The highest end and the best good] is apparent only to the 
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‘good person; for vice perverts us and produces false views about the 
origins of actions." 

There is a second aspect to the role of the non-rational desires in 
Aristorle's conception of virtue. The enjoyment taken in the expression 
of the human powers in cooperative democratic activity not only pro- 
duces a stable self-confidence; it also produces stable feelings of friend- 
ship between the parties involved in the decision-making, Feelings of 
friendship arise from the fact that the democratic activity is sellexpres- 
sive, that it is beneficial to the parties engaged in it, and that i is itself 
enjoyable (Rhet. 1381430 and EN 11687-9). Friendship includes a care 
and concern that friends have for each other for each other's own sake. 
(EN 1155b31), a tendency to rejoice and take pleasure in each other's 
good fortune, and a tendency to help when friends need assistance 
(EN 1X 4). Feelings of friendship are maintained over time by continu- 
ing the activities that originally produced them or the comparable activ- 
ities that have come to sustain them. Like enjoyment itself, friendly 
feelings are not produced by beliefs about what is best or about what 
contributes to my overall good. They thus belong to the non-rational 
part of the soul 

In the case of democratic decision-making, the relevant feelings of 
friendship are particularly stable. A combination of factors explains why 
this is so. First, the feelings of friendship are produced by a form of 
self-expression that is especially enduring in that it is overarching and 
generalized. They are not the product of the expression of some con- 
tingent features of the self that might disappear in a change of circum- 
stance or fortune. Hence, the friendship is not “coincidental” and 
easily dissolved (EN 1156a14-21). Second, the democratic dectsion- 
makers share their most basic values and goals in that they are commit- 
ted to engaging in cooperative activities that promote and sustain the 
development and exercise of the human powers (cf. Pol. 1280231-34). 
"Thus each decision-maker can view the deliberations of the others as 
expressions of his thinking and reasoning self (EN 1168b34-116923). 
Deliberators identify with each other's decisions and actions, so that 
each deliberator’s actions become the expression of the others’ ratio- 
nal activity. This form of self-expression, now even more generalized, 
is especially enduring. Citizens in the ideal state are thus tied together 
by feelings of friendship that are long lasting and strong. 

‘The care, concern, and sympathetic attachment that partly constitute 
these ties of friendship encourage a healthy dependence among citi- 
zens. Citizens are not uninvolved with each other or contemptuous of 


316 Marcia 1. Homiale 


each other in the way several of Aristotle's vicious types are (EN IV.3). 
Nor are they overly concerned with others’ opinions—that is, con- 
cerned in a way that would upset their self-esteem if they were to face 
criticisms or obstacles. Their concern for each other does not produce 
a selfslestructive dependence; their autonomy does not preclude en- 
during ties of association. Along with the sell-love of virtuous citizens, 
these ties of friendship will influence what citizens perceive to be cen- 
tral to the type of life they want to maintain, They will not act to jeopar- 
dize the activities and relationships they value and enjoy. 

In summary, citizens’ understanding of what is best to do, their ratio- 
nal deliberations about how to live and act, take place within the limits 
imposed by educated passions and feelings. They take place within the 
limits imposed by a stable self-esteem that derives from an enjoyment 
in rational activity and within the limits imposed by strong ties of 
friendship that involve care and concern for other citizens for their own 
sakes, If this is a rational ideal, it is one in which the proper operation 
of reason is guided and constrained by feeling and emotion, that is, by 
the non-rational side of the soul 


Feminism and Reason 


1 have argued that Aristote offers a picture of a rational ideal that does 
not exclude the emotions, passions, and feelings. In particular, the 
proper operation of reason is limited and constrained by the specific 
feelings constitutive of true selflove and civic friendship. In describing 
this ideal, I have not discussed the nature of the actual deliberations 
Virtuous persons will make in specific practical contexts. But it is rea- 
sonable 10 suppose that virtuous persons will recognize the impor- 
ance of producing and sustaining true selfove and stable tes of civic. 
friendship that are based on enduring features of the self, When citi 
zens come to decide how best to govern their city, these values, one 
would think, would be paramount in their deliberations. Specific deci- 
sions would be made with a commitment to, and appreciation of, the 
critical role these values play in the lives of every citizen. This does not 
mean that all civic decisions will be made from an "impartial" perspec- 
tive, where that is taken to imply that a consideration of the specific 
circumstances of particular individuals is inappropriate. Nor does it 
mean that deliberating from such a perspective is never appropriate. 

1 now want to discuss in more detail the nature of the care and con- 
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cem I have attributed to Aristotle's virtuous citizens. For it is "care 
and concern" that have come to be associated with feminist ethics and 
women's moral experience, where such care includes an interest in 
preserving relationships and commitments to others. In feminist eth- 
ics, an interest in applying impartial rules or comprehensive principles 
becomes secondary 

Assuming it is true that women’s moral experiences focus more on 
‘questions of care and on preserving relationships and commitments, 
‘ought we to accept these experiences as a general model for our behav- 
ior toward others or as a more specific model of our moral behavior? 
What type of care and concern is appropriate? Is care and concem al- 
ways to be preferred over more emotionally detached ways of relating 
to others?" 

The care and concern that constitutes a virtuous citizen's friendship 
with other citizens resembles in important ways the care that Aristotle's 
“complete friends” have for each other. Complete friends, according 
to Aristotle, are virtuous, know each other well, and spend much of 
their time together in shared activities (EN IX.10). As a result, itis not 
possible to have many complete friends, whereas political (or citizen) 
friendship holds among many. Yet, even though citizen friendship and 
complete friendship have different characteristics, it is not hard to see 
a resemblance between them in regard to the care that the friends 
extend toward each other. For though citizen friends may not know 
each other to the extent that complete friends do, and though they 
might not spend much time together, they know each other well 
‘enough to know that they share the major aims and values that guide 
the decisions and practices of their community. Citizen friends per- 
ceive each other as Aristotle's complete friends do, that is, as “another 
oneself” (EN 1166232), meaning that they value and enjoy about each 
‘other what they value and enjoy about themselves. They take pleasure, 
for example, in the exercise of each other's rational powers as they do 
in their own. In this way they are like each other and take enjoyment 
in the exercise of the powers they share. Each is, then, a selfJover who 
takes pleasure in the self-love of the other, since the exercise of self- 
love in one is like the exercise of selflove in the other. Their ties of 
friendly feeling are firm and strong and long lasting because they are 
grounded in the pleasure they take in who the other is as a realized 
human being. 

‘The care and concern they have for each other comes from the af- 
fection that arises from their sharing in each other's rational activity 
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‘That is, they share overarching and higher-level interests and goals, 
and they each participate in the activities associated with these higher- 
level interests, This does not mean that they share each specific inter- 
est and desire. The contents of their individual life-plans might be 
surprisingly divergent, But each has an individual plan that realizes the 
human powers in a specific way, and this fact is a source of enjoyment 
for them. So each takes an interest in the other's interests, rejoices in 
the other's successes, grieves with the other's losses, and so on. 

None lives through the lives of the others or acquires a basis for self- 
esteem and self-confidence through the activities of the others. Each is 
independent in the sense that each enjoys the activities in her individ- 
wal life plan as well as the higher-level activities her plan shares with 
the plans of her friends. None is dependent on the praise and admira- 
tion of specific individuals for the maintenance of self-love, so each can 
endure the loss of particular friendships. Aristote's citizens are likely 
10 be involved in a number of relationships, since their shared general 
commitments and goals give them a basis for association and affection, 
Their emotional eggs are not all in one basket, and hence their sense 
of their own value and importance is not undermined by the loss of 
specific relationships. 

The care they extend to others, then, in times of difficulty and need, 
is not likely to involve a sacrifice of what they take to be valuable for 
the sake of someone else. Care does not take the form of altruistic 
action, where this is thought 10 require self-denial or a willingness to. 
meet another’s needs without consideration for one's own. Thus, 
among Aristotle's citizens, one would not find relations of unhealthy 
dependence in which some gain a sense of their own worth only 
through the assistance they give to others. 

But in our contemporary, non-Aristotelian socioeconomic cireum- 
stances, women who live with men are often in precisely this position 
of unhealthy dependence in regard to them. Given the still prevailing 
ideology, which does not consider it deplorable that most employed 
women have low-paying, dead-end jobs and even that some women 
choose to remain unemployed, women tend to find themselves in posi- 
tions of low selfesteem. Even if they are employed, they are usually 
economically dependent on men. This dependence undermines the 
realization of their decision-making powers in various ways. Important 
family decisions, for example, are often left up to the men on whom 
women depend. Even women’s decision-making authority over matters 
connected with child care and household maintenance is upset by the 
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‘extent to which the market has successfully penetrated the household. 
Many household decisions are now made for women by men through 
commercials in which men promote one product or another. Women 
are thought to be good (that is, easily manipulated) consumers, and 
most commercials are directed toward women, because women often 
lack the self-esteem necessary to make their own decisions about how 
to provide the proper physical environment for their families °° 

These problems apply to the emotional environment as well. In the 
context of unequal economic power, whatever care and compassion is 
extended to family members is likely 10 be distorted and unhealthy. 
Since family relationships are often the only means through which 
women obtain a sense of their own worth, preserving these relation- 
ships may take place at the cost of encouraging psychologically harmful 
ways of treating family members. Care within the context of unequal 
power relations can generate more harm than good. 

In such circumstances, where the preservation of a relationship may 
take priority over the content of the relationship. kindness and emo- 
tional supportiveness may be offered when other emotional responses 
might be more appropriate. Women in these circumstances, for exam- 
ple, may tend not to show anger, at least toward those family members 
with power and control over decision-making. Women may get angry 
at children, since this anger does not threaten the relationships that 
Sustain women's sense of self-worth. But women in subordinate cir- 
cumstances who have little self-confidence will be much less likely 10 
feel that they are in a position to judge adult male family members. But 
a belief that another has acted wrongly or improperly is part of what 
provokes anger; therefore, to feel angry, one must have at least enough 
selfesteem to be able to judge another's actions as improper? But 
judging another in this way is difficult for persons who have survived 
their oppressive circumstances by encouraging calm relations with 
those who have power over them. A lack of confidence in their own. 
assessments will make them tend to accept the judgments and percep- 
tions of others as correct, just as Aristotle's inirascible persons do. 
Kindness in such circumstances would seem only to sustain inequality, 
10 obscure recognition of what is best, and to undermine further the 
decision-making powers of the person who shows kindness” In these 
ways, care within the context of unequal power relations can harm both 
the person who gives it and the person to whom it is given. 

These examples suggest that altruistic actions can be damaging when 
undertaken in circumstances in which the altruistic person lacks self 
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‘esteem. By showing kindness and compassion when other responses 
might be more appropriate, the kind person can act to sustain oppres- 
sive and unhealthy ways of relating to others. Through kindness, the 
kind person can make the acquisition of self-esteem even more diffi- 
cult. Kindness seems least likely to damage oneself or another, how- 
ever, when it is offered from a position of healthy independence. But 
healthy independence is precisely the psychological condition of Aris- 
totle's virtuous person, who has true self-love. Because such a person 
has the appropriate confidence in who he is, he need not live through 
the achievements of another. This kind of dependent relationship will 
not be of interest to him, and he will not feel the need to act in ways 
to develop and sustain such a relationship. If kindness can be thought 
of as a concern for another's good for that person's own sake and as a 
willingness to act to contribute to that good, then Aristotle's virtuous 
person will act kindly, because this is the attitude he has toward fellow 
citizens. Yet Aristotle's virtuous citizen knows that another's good is 
not equivalent simply to what another wants. He knows that another's 
‘good includes the performance of activities that will nurture and sus- 
tain the other's self-love. So Aristotle's virtuous citizen recognizes that 
showing concern for another's good for the other's own sake may take 
all sorts of forms, only some of which will look like mere behavioral 
niceness 

1 have been suggesting that if compassion and a concern for relation- 
ships constitutes some kind of model or ideal, it is not a simple one 
according to which we simply act to preserve the relationship or act to 
help another achieve what he might want. If compassion and concern 
are directed toward another's good for that person's sake, then for 
them to be proper objects of an ideal, they must operate against the 
background of some sound recognition of what another's good con- 
sists in. If not, compassion and concern can serve to promote oppres- 
sive or destructive relationships. Moreover, if the compassionate 
person is an ideal, she must be someone whose concem for another is 
ungrudging and noninstrumental. Aristotle's virtuous person is most 
likely to offer that kind of concern, since she is secure enough in who 
she is not to begrudge others’ successes and not to rejoice spitefully in 
others’ losses. 


Aristotle's ideal has been considered masculine because it deems the 
best life to be that which fully realizes the rational powers characteristic 
of human beings. 1 have argued that Aristotle's emphasis on rational 
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powers should not deter anyone, particularly feminists, from embrac- 
ing his model. Although Aristotle organizes the best life around the 
pleasures of rational activity, this does not commit him to a model in. 
which the non-rational is suppressed or even subordinated. As I have 
argued, the realization of the virtuous person's rational powers are con- 
strained by properly educated non-rational feelings and emotions. 
Moreover, Aristotle offers a way to explain how reason and emotion 
(and passion and feeling) can operate together to produce psychologi- 
cally strong and healthy individuals—individuals who take pleasure 
from their own lives and from the lives of others, who are caring and 
concerned but not in ways that are destructive of their own self-esteem, 
who are independent while retaining strong and enduring ties of 
friendship and relationship. He offers us a view of compassion and care 
that is positive and constructive, not oppressive and debilitating. 

There are various ways in which reason can be offered as an ideal. 1 
think Aristotle’s model of how to organize one's life around the plea- 
sures of rational activity is worthy of emulation by both men and 
women." 


1. The title also suggests that the organizers thought it appropriate, even 
in this special context, to refer to the three of us as “girls.” 1 leave aside the 
problems associated with the use of this term in relation to adult women, 

2. For Aristotle's views on women, see Generation of Animals 72817, 
‘732aMtl, 775a15; Nicomachean Eibics [hereafter EN] 1162a19-27; Politics 
[hereafter Pol | 1259628-1260424, 1277620, For Kant, see Observations on the 
Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime, sec. 3. For Hobbes, see Leviathan, chs. 
19-20. 

3. For a useful discussion of these issues, see Elizabeth V. Spelman, Ines- 
sential Woman: Problems of Exclusion in Feminist Thought (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1988), esp. ch. 5 

4. See Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Wom: 
en's Development (Cambridge, Mass : Harvard University Press, 1982). In her 
more recent writings, Gilligan has softened her position, to claim that though 
women can have the "justice" perspective as well as the "care" perspective, 
men are more likely to have only the "justice" perspective. See "Adolescent 
Development Reconsidered,” in Mapping the Moral Domain, ed. C. Gilligan, 
J. V. Ward, and J. McLean Taylor (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1988). For the influence of Gilligan's work on moral theory, see Lawrence 
Blum, “Gilligan and Kohlberg: Implications for Moral Theory," Eihics 98, 3 
(1988): 472-491; and Eva Feder Kittay and Diana T. Meyers, eds., Women and 
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Moral Theory (Totowa, N.J: Rowman & Littlefield, 1987). For a different ap- 
proach to these issues, see Owen Flanagan and Kathryn Jackson, “Justice, Care, 
and Gender: The Kohlberg Gilligan Debate Revisited,” Ethics 97, 3, (1987) 
622-637. 

5. See, for example, John Rawis’s account of the principles of justice as 
chosen in special circumstances of rational deliberation in A Theory of Justice 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971). 

6. Fora discussion of the role of “particularity” in the moral Me, scc Law. 
rence Blum, "Moral Perception and Particularty,” forthcoming in Btbics 101 
(1991): 701-725, and the works cited therein. 

7. Lawrence Blum, "Kants and Hegel's Moral Rationalism: A Feminist Per- 
spective,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 12 (1982): 296-297. 

8. Claudia Card questions whether itis appropriate to associate care and 
compassion more with women than with men, and offers some helpful cri 
cisms of the care perspective in "Women's Voices and Ethical Ideals: Must We 
Mean What We Say?” Eubics 99, 1 (1988): 125-135. See abo Catherine G. 
Grceno and Eleanor E. Maccoby, "How Different Is the "Different Voice'?" and 
Carol Gilligan's reply in Signis 11,2 (1986): 310-316. 

9. For considerations in favor of the view that even natural slaves are men 
and women foc Aristotle, see W. W. Fortenbaugh, "Aritoue on Slaves and. 
Women,” in Articles on Aristotle, vol. 2, ed. Jonathan Bares, Malcolm Scho- 
field, and Richard Sorabjt (London: Duckworth, 1977), p. 136. 

10. For an enumeration of the various different types of non-citizens in Aris- 
tote's ideal state and for a discussion of their legal status, see David Keyt, 
“Distributive Justice in Aristotle's Etbics and Politics" Topoi 4 (1985): 23-45. 

11. What to make of Aristotle's views in EN X 7-8 and how to integrate them 
into the rest ofthe EN and Pol are not matters 1 shall discuss here. 1 shall be 
concerned only with Aristote's broadly based view of human good, which in- 
‘cludes the goods of social, political, and family life (EN 109708-11), as well as 
various intellectual goods 

12. I should be clear that Aristotle’ implied and stated reservations about 
manual labor are not dissimilar from some of Marx's criticisms of wage labor 
under capitalism, in particular, from Marx's view that such labor alienates the 
worker from the activity of production and from his species-being, See The 
Economic. and Philosopbic Manuscripts of 1844, in vol. 3 of Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels, Collected Works (New York: International Publishers, 1971- 
1978), pp. 274-277, and Communist Manifesto, vol. 6 of Collected Works, 
passim 

13. 1 discuss the nature of these higherevel decisions in more detail in 
"Politics as Soul Making: Aristotle on Becoming Good," Philosophia 20, 1-2 
uly 1990): 167-193. 

14. For a helpful discussion of Plato's views on women, see Julia Annas, 
“Plato's Republic and Feminism," Philasopby 51 (1976): 307-321; and her Im- 
troduction to Plato's Republic (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), pp. 181-185, 

15. Fortenbaugh draws a similar conclusions in “Aristotle on Women and. 
Slaves," p. 138 

36. Lese the tristan by Terence tein of Actes Ncomacheun Bis 
Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1985) 
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17. follow, in bread outline, the more detailed argument for the same con- 
lusion offered by Terence Irwin in Aristotle's First Principles (Oxford: Claren- 
don Press, 1988), pp. 411-416, 

18. As translated by B. Jowett in the Revised Oxford Translation, vol. 2, ed. 
Jonathan Barnes (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984). 

19. It is not clear that one could provide the same type of angument for 
Plato. This is in part, 1 think, because the content of the good life is less well 
articulated in Plato than in Aristotle and also because, however we are to un- 
derstand the content of the good life t does not include democratic decision- 
making as a good! in itself. For the philosopher-rulers, ruling is a burden they 
would prefer to be without, since they would prefer to he without the responsi- 
bilities and activities that take them away from a continual contemplation and. 
love of the Forms. They accept the burdens of ruling only because there is no 
‘other way to replicate the beauty they see in the Forms. Although it is best for 
the state as a whole that they nue, their interest in ruling is purely instrumental 
And since menial labor is offen monotonous and routine, requiring litle use of 
the rational powers, it woukl be inefficient for rulers to take it up. It is therefore 
better left to others 

20, In "Virtue and Self-Love in Aristotle s Ethics,” Canadian Journal of Pht 
osophy 11, À (December 1981); 633-651, and in "The Pleasure of Virwe in 
Aristotle's Moral Theery.” Pacific Pbilosopbical Quarterly 66. 1-2 January- 


iomen's Voices and Ethical Ideals"; Greeno and Maccoby, 
"How Different ts the ‘Different Voice?" 

22. For a related discussion, see Sharon Bishop, "Love and Dependency; 
in Philosophy and Women, ed. S. Bishop and M. Weinzweig (Belmont, Calif 
‘Wadsworth, 1979), pp. 147-154 

23. Cf. Nancy Chodorow's description of healthy dependence in "Family 
Structure and Feminine Personality,” in Woman. Culture, and Society, cd. Mi 
helle Rosakdo and Louise Lamphere (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University 
Press, 1974), pp. 43-66. esp. pp. 60-63; and in The Reproduction of Mother. 
ng: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender (Berkeley: University of Cali 
fornia Press, 1978), pp. ZUIE 

24. For current wage differentials between fulltime working women and 
men, see US. Department of Labor, Employment and Earnings: July 1987 
(Washington, D C.: Government Printing Office, 1987) 

25. See Margaret Benston, "The Political Economy of Women's Liberation, 
in Feminist Frameworks, 2d ed. ed. Alison Jaggar and Paula Rothenberg (New 
York: McGraw-Hill, 1984), pp. 239-247, esp. pp. 244-245. 

26, For further discussion of anger in the context of unequal power rela: 
tions, see Elizabeth V. Spelman, “Anger and Insubordination,” in Women, 
Knowledge, and Reality, ed. Ann Garry and Marilyn Pearsall (Boston: Unwin 
Hyman, 1989), pp. 263-273; and Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of 
‘Morals, tr. Walter Kaufman and R. J. Hollingslale (New York: Vintage, 1967), 
passim. 

27. For more discussion of these and related points, see L. Blum et al. “Ak 
{truism and Women's Oppression,” in Bishop and Weinzweig, eds., Philosophy 
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and Women, pp. 190-200; and John Stuart Mill, On the Subjection of Women 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1970), ch. 2 

28. Lam grateful to David Copp, Jean Hampton, Janet Levin, and the editors 
Of this volume for helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper. 


Suggested Readings 


Ackrill, J. 1. 1981. Aristotle the Philosopber. New York: Oxford Univer- 
sity Press. 

Annas, Julia. 1992. “The Good Life and the Good Lives of Others" in. 
The Good Life and the Human Good, ed. E. Paul, F. D. Miller, and J. 
Paul, 133-48, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

» 1993. The Morality of Happiness. New York: Oxford University 
Press. 

Broadie, Sarah. 1991. Ethics with Aristotle, New York: Oxford University 
Press. 

Burnet, John. 1900. The Ethics of Aristotle London: Methuen. 

Charlton, William, 1988. Weakness of Will. Cambridge, Mass.: Black- 
well. 

Cooper, John. 1975. Reason and Human Good in Aristotle. Cam- 
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University. 

— — 1985. “Aristotle on the Goods of Fortune.” Philosophical Re- 
view 94: 173-97. 

——. 1987. “Contemplation and Happiness: A Reconsideration.” 
Synthese 72: 187-216. 

1988. "Some Remarks on Aristotle's Moral Psychology." The 
Southern Journal of Philosopby 27, Supplement: 25-42. 

-—— 1998. Reason and Emotion. Princeton: Princeton University 
Press. 

Dahl, Norman. 1984. Practical Reason, Aristotle and Weakness of Will 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Davidson, Donald. 1969. “How Is Weakness of the Will Possible." In 
Moral Concepts, ed. J. Feinberg. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Frede, Michael, and Gisela Striker, eds. 1996. Rationality in Greek 
Thought. New York: Oxford University Press. 


325 


326 Suggested Readings 


Gauthier, R. A., and J. Y. Jolif. 1970. Aristote, L'Étbique à Nicomaque, 
2nd ed. Louvain: Publications Universitaires 

Gomez-Lobo, Alphonso. 1989. “Aristotle.” In Eibics in the History of 
Western Pbilosopby, ed. R. Cavalier. New York: St. Martin's Press. 

Gottlieb, Paula. 1991. "Aristotle and Protagoras: The Good Human 
Being as the Measure of Goods." Aperion 24: 25-45, 

Grant, Alexander. 1885. The Ethics of Aristotle. London: Longmans, 
Green, and Co. 

Greenwood, LH. G. 1973. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics: Book Six. 
New York: Arno Press. 

Hardie, W. F. R. 1978. "Magnanimity in Aristotle's Ethics." Pbronesis 7: 
63-79. 


1980. Aristotle's Ethical Theory. New York: Oxford University 
Press 

Hirsthouse, Rosalind, 1997. "Virtue Ethics and the Emotions." In Vir- 
tue Ethics: A Critical Reader, ed. D. Statman. Washington, D.C. 
Georgetown University Press 

Irwin, T. H. 1975. "Aristotle on Reason, Desire, and Virtue." Journal of 
Philosophy 72: 567-78. 

——. 1985. Aristotle's Nicomacbean Etbics. Indianapolis: Hackett. 

——. 1986. “Aristotle's Conception of Morality.” Proceedings of the 
Boston Area Colloquium in Anctent Philosophy, ed. ). Cleary, 115- 
143. Lanham, Md.: University Press of America. 

—— 19883. Aristotle's First Principles. New York: Oxford University 
Press 


198b. "Disunity in the Aristotelian Virtues.” In Oxford Studies 

in Ancient Philosophy, supplementary volume, 61-78. Oxford: Ox- 

ford University Press, 

1989. Classical Thought. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Joachim, H. H. 1951. Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics: A Commen- 
tary. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Kenny, Anthony. 1992. Aristotle on the Perfect Life. New York: Oxford. 
University Press 

Keyt, David. 1983, “Intellectualism in Aristotle.” In Essays in Ancient 
Greek Philosophy, ed. J. P. Anton and A. Preus, vol. 2. Albany: State 
University of New York Press. 

Kraut, Richard. 1989. Aristotle on tbe Human Good. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press 

Lear, Jonathan. 1988. Aristotle: The Desire to Understand. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 


Suggested Readings 327 


Leighton, Stephen. 1982. "Aristotle and the Emotions." Phronesis 22: 
14474, 

Macintyre, Alasdair. 1981. After Virtue. Notre Dame, Ind.: Notre Dame 
University Press, 

McDowell, John. 1980. "The Role of Eudaimonia in Aristotle's Ethics” 
in Essays on Aristotle's Ethics, ed. A. O. Rorty. Berkeley: University 
of California Press. 

1996. “Incontinence and Practical Wisdom in Aristotle." In Es- 
says for David Wiggins: Identity, Truth and Value, ed. S. Vovibond 
and S. G. Williams, Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell. 

‘Nussbaum, Martha C. 1986. The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics 
in Greek Tragedy and Pbilosopby. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer- 
sity Press. 

1993. "Non-Relative Virtues: An Aristotelian Approach." In The 
Quality of Life, ed. M. Nussbaum and A. Sen. New York: Oxford Uni- 
versity Press. 

——.. 1994. The Therapy of Desire: Theory and Practice in Hellents- 
tic Ethics. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

——.. 1995. “Aristotle on Human Nature and the Foundation of Eth- 
les." In World, Mind and Ethics: Essays on the Ethical Philosophy of 
Bernard Williams, ed. J. E. J. Altham and R. Harrison, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Pears, David. 1980. "Courage as a Mean." In Essays on Aristotle's Ethics, 
ed. A. O. Rorty. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Price, A. W. 1989. Lore and Friendship in Plato and Aristotle. New 
York: Oxford! University Press. 

Richardson, Henry. 1994. Practical Reasoning about Final Ends. Cam- 
bridge: Cambridge University Press 

Rorty, Amelie O., ed. 1980. Essays on Arístotle's Ethics. Berkeley: Uni- 
versity of California Press. 

Santas, Gerasimos. 1969. “Aristotle on Practical Inference, the Explana- 
tion of Action and Akrasia." Pbronesís 14: 162-89. 

Sherman, Nancy. 1988. "Common Sense and Uncommon Virtue." In. 
Midwest Studies in Philosophy, vol. 13, ed. P. French, Th. Uchling, 
and H. Wettstein, 97-114. Notre Dame: Notre Dame University Press. 

« 1989. Tbe Fabric of Character: Aristotle's Theory of Virtue. 

New York: Oxford University Press. 

1997. Making a Necessity of Virtue: Aristotle and Kant on Vir- 

tue. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 


328 Suggested Readings 


Stewart, J. A. 1973. Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle. New 
York: Arno 

Stocker, Michael. 1986. “Dirty Hands and Conflicts of Values and of 
Desires in Aristotle's Ethics." Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 67: 
36-61. 

Walsh, James. 1963. Aristotle's Conception of Moral Weakness, New 
York: Columbia University Press. 

Watson, Gary. 1977. “Skepticism about Weakness of Will.” Pbilosopbt- 
cal Review 86: 318-39. 

White, Stephen. 1992. Sovereign Virtue. Stanford, Calif: Stanford Uni- 
versity Press. 

Wiggins, David. 1980. “Weakness of Will, Commensurabihlity, and the 
Objects of Deliberation and Desire." In Essays on Aristotle's Ethics, 
ed. A. ©. Rorty. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Woods, Michael, 1982. Aristotle's Eudemian Etbics (translation and 
commentary). New York: Oxford University Press, 

Young, Charles. 1988. "Aristode on Temperance.” Philosophical Re- 
view 97: 521-542, 


Authors 


J. L. Ackrill is Professor Emeritus of the History of Philosophy in Uni- 
versity of Oxford. He is the author of Aristotle's Categories and De 
Interpretatione (translation and commentary), issued under the Claren- 
don Aristotle Series, of which he serves as the General Editor. He is 
also the editor of the New Aristotle Reader and author of Aristotle: The 
Philosopher. His most recent work is Essays on Plato and Aristotle 
(1997) 


Julia Annas is Regent's Professor of Philosophy at the University of 
‘Arizona. Her publications include Aristotle's Metaphysics, Books M and 
NN (translation and commentary); An Introduction to Plato's Republic; 
Hellenistic Philosophy of Mind; Modes of Scepticism; and The Morality 
of Happiness. 


M. F. Burnyeat is Senior Research Fellow in Philosophy, All Souls Col- 
lege, Oxford. He has taught in London and in Cambridge, where he 
was Laurence Professor of Ancient Philosophy. He is the author of Tbe 
Theaetetus of Plato as well as many articles in classical and philosophi- 
cal journals. 


John McDowell is University Professor of Philosophy at the University: 
of Pittsburgh and emeritus fellow of University College, Oxford. He is 
the author of Mind and World; Mind; Value and Reality, and Mean- 
ing, Knowledge, and Reality. 

John M. Cooper is Stuart Professor of Philosophy at Princeton Univer- 
sity. He is the author of Reason and Human Good in Aristotle and of. 
numerous articles on diverse aspects of ancient philosophy. He is also 


329 


330 About tbe Autbors 


the editor of Plato: Complete Works and coeditor and cotranslator of 
Seneca: Moral and Political Essays. His most recent book, Reason and 
Emotion, is a collection of his essays. 


Marcia Homiak is Professor of Philosophy at Occidental College. She 
has written articles on Aristotle's moral theory and is currently working 
‚on a book on that subject, entitled Virtue and the Limits of Reason. 


Rosalind Hursthouse is a member of the Philosophy Department at 
the Open University in Britain. She is author of Beginning Life, is coedi- 
tor of Virtues and Reasons: A Festscbrift for Pbilippa Foot, and has. 
written extensively in the area of virtue theory. Her forthcoming book 
is On Virtue Ethics 


Terry Irwin is Susan Linn Sage Professor of Philosophy at Cornell Uni- 
versity. His books include Plato's Gorgias (translation and notes), Arís- 
tolle’s Nicomachean Ethics (translation and notes), Aristotle's First 
Principles, Classical Thought, and Plato's Ethics. 


Aryeh Kosman is John Whitehead Professor of Philosophy at Haver- 
ford College. He is the author of a number of essays on the history of 
philosophy, mostly on Plato and Aristotle. 


Richard Kraut is Professor of Philosophy and Classics at Northwestern. 
University. He is the author of Socrates and the State, Aristotle on the 
Human Good, and Politics: Books VII and VIII (translation and com- 
mentary), and the editor of the Cambridge Companion to Plato. 


Alfred R. Mele is Vail Professor of Philosophy at Davidson College. He 
is author of Irrationality, Springs of Action, and Autonomous Agents. 
He is the editor of The Philosophy of Action and coeditor of Mental 
Causation. 


Martha C. Nussbaum is Ernst Freund Professor of Law and Ethics at 
the University of Chicago. She is the author of numerous books, includ- 
ing Tbe Fragility of Goodness, Tbe Therapy of Desire, Love's Knowl- 
edge, Poetic Justice, Cultivating Humanity, and editor and translator 
of Aristotle's De Motu Animalium. 


About the Autbors 331 


Nancy Sherman is Professor of Philosophy at Georgetown University 
and inaugural holder of the Distinguished Chair of Ethics at the US. 
Naval Academy. She is the author of The Fabric of Character and Mak- 
ing a Necessity of Virtue. She is coeditor of Ethics for Military Leaders. 


Copyrighted material 


eneral Editor: Steven M. Cahn, CUNY Graduate Center 


Aristotle's Ethics 


CRITICAL ESSAYS 


Edited by Nancy Sherman 


The ethics of Aristotle (384-322 B.C.), and virtue ethics in general, have seen 
4 resurgence of interest over the past few decades. Now utilitarianism and 
Kantian ethics share the moral landscape with such Aristotelian themes as the 
importance of friendship and emotions in a good life, the role of moral per- 
ception in wise choice, the nature of happiness and its constitution, and 
moral education and habituation. 

The essays in this volume represent the best of contemporary moral debate. 
Taken together, they provide a close analysis of central arguments in 
Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics and show the enduring value of the complex 
questions about inner virtue and external success that Aristotle raises in the 
context of his own contemporary discussions. 


J. L. Ackrill * Julia Annas * M. F. Burnyeat * John M. Cooper * Marcia Homiak * 
Rosalind Hursthouse * Terry Irwin * Aryeh Kosman * Richard Kraut * 
John McDowell * Alfred R. Mele * Martha C. Nussbaum * Nancy Sherman 


Nancy Sherman is professor of philosophy at Georgetown University and 
the inaugural holder of the Distinguished Chair in Ethics at the U.S. Naval 
Academy. She is the coeditor of Ethics for Military Leaders (1997) and author 
of Making a Necessity of Virtue: Aristotle and Kant on Virtue (1997) and The 
Fabric of Character: Arístotle's Theory of Virtue (1989). 


For orders and information please address the publisher 
ISSN 0-2474-85-8 


Rowman € Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 
4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200 
Lanham, Maryland 20706 | 
1-800-462-6420 
olraosarias 


Cover design by lim Gerhard. iii 


